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Rationalism and Ruins in Roma Mussoliniana:  
The 1934 Palazzo del Littorio Competition 
 
Andrew J. Manson 
 
This dissertation examines the intersection of architecture, urban planning and archaeology in 
Mussolini’s Rome; in particular, it focuses on the first competition to build the Palazzo del 
Littorio (1934), the Fascist Party headquarters, on the Via dell’Impero.  The competition is 
singularly important as a barometer and benchmark of Italian interwar architectural practice in 
the period when the country was at the apogee of its self-confidence and international regard.  
Yet it was also a moment of aesthetic crisis, when the two stylistic poles of modernism and 
traditionalism oscillated between acceptance and censure in a struggle to be the dominant style of 
the professional establishment.  At issue in the Palazzo Littorio competition was the prized 
objective of giving monumental definition to Fascist identity that would resound across the ages.  
This study traces the attempt of modernist critics and architects, such as Pietro Maria Bardi and 
Giuseppe Pagano, to make avant-garde architecture the de facto architecture of the state.  The 
Palazzo Littorio competition tested Italian modernism’s capacity to create a suitable 
representative structure and confront the problem of monumentality.  The competition was also 
inextricably linked to the transformation of the central archaeological area through excavations 
and road building.  The palazzo’s site in the ancient center of Rome made it the primary example 
of the regime’s attempt to associate contemporary buildings with Roman ruins and thereby root 
itself in imperial Rome.  This study describes the vast program of excavations in the city center 
and the creation of the Via dell’Impero, a road framed by ruins transformed into a scenographic 
backdrop to urban spectacle.  The objective is not only to illuminate the contours of the 
competition and the intersection of architecture and archaeology, but also to elucidate the means 
 
 
by which architects answered the dual demands of rhetoric and ruins in the heart of the Eternal 
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Nobody doubts—and this conviction will become ever more certain—that this 
competition is the most significant and important artistic fact of the Fascist era.  It marks 
a decisive moment in our architectural orientation.  It brings to its first concrete 
conclusions, through that continuous spiritual transcendence that is the lifeblood of art, a 
whole turbulent and intelligent period of elaboration and preparation, of heated conflicts, 
of trends, and of virile and daring research. . . .  It is the expression of the new artistic 
climate that is forming in Italy.  It is a sign of the orientations, the revisions, and the 
realizations . . . of all the spiritual forces of an era’s artists, to fix in a single building a 
moment in the civilization of a people, to pass down to the ages.1   
         F. Saverio Palozzi, 1936 
 
These are the grandiloquent words of the compiler of the 1936 volume entitled Il nuovo 
stile littorio (The New Lictorial Style), the book that gathered together seventy-one of the entries 
to the Concorso Nazionale per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista 
(National Competition for the Palazzo Littorio and the Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution), the 
competition to build the National Fascist Party headquarters in Rome, announced in late 1933 
(fig. 0.1).  For all its sententious rhetoric, this passage correctly conveys the singular importance 
of the competition as a barometer and benchmark of Italian interwar architectural practice during 
a period when the country was at the apogee of its self confidence and international regard.  Yet 
it was also a moment of aesthetic crisis, when the two stylistic poles of modernism and 
traditionalism oscillated between acceptance and censure in a struggle to be the dominant style of 
                                                 
 
1 “. . . Nessuno dubiti—e questa convinzione diverrà certezza sempre maggiore—che questo concorso sia il 
fatto artistico più significativo e importante della nostra epoca fascista. Segna un momento decisivo del nostro 
orientamento architettonico. Porta alle sue prime concrete conclusioni, per quel superamento spirituale continuo che 
è nella vita stessa dell’arte, tutto un tormentato e intelligente periodo di elaborazione e di preparazione, di urti 
appassionati, di tendenze e di ricerche virile e ardite. . . . È l’espressione del nuovo clima artistico che si è andato 
formando in Italia. È una segnalazione di orientamenti, di revisioni, di realizzazioni, che può valere anche per tutte 
le altre arti, per le quali sono difficili gli accentramenti, di tutte le forze spirituali degli artisti di un’epoca, per 
fermare in un sol blocco un momento della civiltà di un popolo da tramandare ai secoli.” F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., 
Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via 




the professional establishment.  The folio’s pages contained an extraordinarily eclectic catalogue 
of schemes, ranging from rote examples of academic historicism to the most limpid avant-garde 
modernism, and offer a fair picture of the ideological and stylistic fractures that ran through 
Italian architecture in the early 1930s.  At issue in the Palazzo Littorio competition was not 
simply the prospect of state patronage but the prized objective of giving monumental definition 
to Fascist identity that would resound across the ages.  The longstanding battle for supremacy 
was seen by the partisans of the various ideological positions to have reached its dénouement in 
the Palazzo Littorio competition.  It is a curious feature of cultural politics under Fascism that 
Mussolini never made definitive statements in support of one style over all others, even if he 
often made approbatory noises in various directions, preferring instead to present an image of 
enigmatic inscrutability that allowed a comparatively free range of artistic expression to flourish.  
But such was the desire to see the Italian creative genius settle on a unified idiom that the Babel-
like variety of competition projects that burbled between the book’s covers was claimed 
incongruously to illustrate the “birth of a new style.”   
The paradox implicit in building consensus through embracing difference was a feature 
of Italian Fascism rather than an exception.  The Fascist regime was intent on forging links to the 
past as it built the country’s future, yet it preached rupture and revolution as stridently as 
restoration.  Fascism meant a new beginning for Italy, in architecture as in other spheres of life, 
and from the very start the Fascists wanted to transform the country they inherited, which also 
meant to destroy it.  This entailed not only the replacement of the despised Liberal parliamentary 
democracy with a corporativist dictatorship, but also the radical reordering of towns and cities 
across the peninsula to reflect the modernizing agenda of the regime and to forge the character of 
the uomo nuovo (“new man”), for which Mussolini was the archetype.  “Mussolini is the builder, 
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the Fascist regime is the construction yard, and this is the era of Italian reconstruction,” wrote 
Paolo Orano, the president of the University of Perugia, in 1937.2  Inevitably, Italian architects 
played a prime role in this urban embellishing and remaking, for the most part willing 
accessories to the regime’s ideological programs.3  Train stations, sports stadia, schools and post 
offices were newly erected or refashioned to proclaim the efficiency and reach of the regime.4  
The administrative reorganization of the state and its constitutive organizations that provided 
necessary services was expressed in the institutional architecture of the regime.  Public buildings 
housing the veterans’ organization (Opera Nazionale Combattenti), youth organizations (Opera 
Nazionale Balilla and Gioventù Italiana del Littorio), the maternal and child welfare organization 
(Opera Nazionale Maternità e Infanzia), among many others, were highly visible outposts of the 
totalitarian state given form by architects, and they competed with the belfry and civic towers to 
claim the preeminent place in a city’s urban identity.5  Throughout the 1930s, architects of every 
stripe participated in competitions for monumental, representative buildings that exalted the 
regime.  This was no less true of the young modernist architects, such as Giuseppe Terragni 
(1904-1943) and Giuseppe Pagano (1896-1945), whose professional careers coincided with 
Fascism’s inexorable ascent and ultimate collapse, and who helped define the tangible 
expressions of Fascist omnipresence.    
                                                 
2 Quoted in Diane Ghirardo, Building New Communities: New Deal America and Fascist Italy (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1989), 24.  
 
3 The cosy relationship between architects and Fascism is illuminated in Diane Ghirardo, “Italian Architects 
and Fascist Politics: An Evaluation of the Rationalist’s Role in Regime Building,” Journal of the Society of 
Architectural Historians 39, no. 2 (1980): 109-27. 
  
4 At the installation ceremony for the governor of Rome in 1925, Mussolini commanded: “I dati sintetici 
del vostro bilancio triennale eccoli: Strade nuove, aumentati i mezzi di comunicazione,  miglioramento di tutti i 
servizi pubblici, scuole, parchi, giardini, assistenza sanitaria, organizzazione igienica in difesa della salute del 
popolo.” Benito Mussolini, Per l’insediamento del primo governatore di Roma, Filippo Cremonesi. Elogio e 
consegna del capo del governo Benito Mussolini, XXXI Dic. MCMXXV (n.p.: Bestetti e Tumminelli, [1925]), n.p. 
 
5 Diane Ghirardo, Italy (London: Reaktion Books, 2013), 19. 
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Of all these new public building types, the Fascist Party headquarters or Casa del fascio 
(lit. “House of the Fascist Party”) was the most important, inasmuch as it was the principal point 
of contact between citizen and Party.6  In addition to housing the local party hierarchs, the 
regional and neighborhood case del fascio combined something of the function of the town hall 
and community center.  Comparable in many ways to Soviet workers’ clubs, they incorporated 
alongside their explicitly political activities educational, entertainment, and cultural services and 
thereby insinuated themselves into the life of the community.  But beyond the mundane task of 
accommodating the bureaucratic necessities of life, the case del fascio were also charged with 
fulfilling a mythico-religious role by Fascist propagandists.  As Emilio Gentile has shown, 
Fascism, relying on deeply-rooted Christian tradition, was conceived as a totalizing “political 
religion” that was imposed on the Italian people through rhetoric, symbols, choreographed 
spectacles, exhibitions, monumental buildings, and an elaborate cult of personality surrounding 
the Duce, in an attempt to transform their values, customs and attitudes.7  The center of this 
sacralized state was the casa del fascio, a sacerdotal space in which the mass rituals of the “cult 
of the lictor” were performed.  At its heart was the sacrario, a shrine dedicated to the fallen 
Fascist “martyrs,” those who had died in revolutionary combat and whose spilt blood was 
supposed to be regenerative, giving new life to the nation.  Mussolini, speaking in Milan on the 
first anniversary of the March on Rome (28 October 1923), emphasized the religious nature of 
the case del fascio as a place to venerate the memory of the dead, and soon the regime’s 
                                                 
6 The rich variety of case del fascio is assessed and illustrated in Flavio Mangione, Le case del fascio in 
Italia e nelle Terre d’Oltremare (Rome: Ministero per i beni e le attività culturali direzione generale per gli archivi, 
2003). Lucy Maulsby traces the architectural history of these Party centers in Fascism, Architecture, and the 
Claiming of Modern Milan, 1922-1943 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014). 
 
7 Emilio Gentile, The Sacralization of Politics in Fascist Italy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996) 
trans. Keith Botsford; originally published as Il culto del littorio: La sacralizzazione della politica nell’Italia 
fascista (Rome: Laterza, 1993). 
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mouthpiece, Il Popolo d’Italia, defined them as the “churches of our faith,” and “the altars of the 
Fatherland’s religion.”8             
In the early years of the upstart regime, these regional outposts of central government 
accommodated themselves in pre-existing buildings, but soon new structures were erected that 
better communicated their symbolic aspects.  By 1932 a typology was developed that defined the 
general characteristics of such structures, based largely on the general prototype of the central 
and northern Italian town hall of the late Middle Ages.  These were civic palaces, the secular 
focus of a given town that announced a community’s pride through elaborate architectonic forms 
and dramatic siting.  Its most visible marker was the tower, a vertical flourish of urban 
distinction and dominance that was adopted in the casa del fascio as the torre littoria, the 
lictorial tower, often embellished with slogans and the sigil of Fascism, the fasces.  Other 
important elements were interior meeting halls and offices, external stairways used during 
ceremonies, an open loggia, and a balcony (arengario) from which officials could harangue 
crowds assembled in the adjoining piazza.  By using these motifs,  the Fascists tied themselves to 
a long tradition that rendered the building’s commanding purpose readily apparent.  Across the 
Italian peninsula and in overseas colonies, the case del fascio were nodes in a reticular lattice 
that linked the smallest outlying regions to Rome and the Partito Nazionale Fascista (National 
Fascist Party).  
While these architectonic components were shared among case del fascio, a specific style 
was not.  The buildings ranged formally between the dominant modernist and traditionalist 
tendencies of the period, a stylistic dissonance that the Palazzo Littorio competition self-
consciously strove to harmonize in a singular “Fascist style.”  For example, Adolfo Coppedè 
                                                 
 




(1871-1951), a master of historicist pastiche, designed the Casa del Fascio of Vaglia (1928-30), 
near Florence, as a neo-Medieval town hall, complete with machicolated cornice (fig. 0.2).  His 
Party headquarters in another small Tuscan town, Signa (1928), was equally retardataire, a 
comical jumble of film-set Classicism that combined a temple front with two squat triumphal 
columns, along with sculpted lions, eagles and giant fasces in an overt appeal to Roman tradition 
(fig. 0.3).  At the other end of the spectrum is Terragni’s Casa del fascio in Como (1932-36), a 
gridded cubical volume without decoration and seemingly free of conspicuous political 
symbolism (fig. 0.4).  Yet in a report accompanying his design, Terragni wrote at length about 
the metaphorical power of modernist abstraction while dismissing crude political imagery: “The 
moving quality of the work is no longer the rhetorical figure with spade or pick on his shoulder 
and the sun sinking behind him.  It resides rather in acknowledging the thousands and thousands 
of black-shirted citizens amassed in front of the Casa del Fascio to hear the voice of their leader 
announce to Italians and foreigners the advent of the Empire.”9 
By invoking in his quietly assertive building the clamoring throngs of Fascist mass 
assemblies, Terragni was also underscoring the singular importance of the Casa del fascio as a 
building type.  It stood out at the top of a building hierarchy that included the Casa del Balilla 
and Casa del dopolavoro, as “the job with the most political prestige, propaganda value, and 
revolutionary originality . . . .”10  No longer “a den, a refuge, or fort,” as the earliest Casa del 
fascio had been, it had to be “a House, a School, a Temple.”11  Its symbolic significance lay in its 
function as the mediator between “the people” and Mussolini, a place of mystical communion 
                                                 
9 Giuseppe Terragni, “La costruzione della Casa del Fascio di Como,” Quadrante, no. 35-36 (1936), 
translated in Thomas L. Schumacher, Surface and Symbol: Giuseppe Terragni and the Architecture of Italian 
Rationalism (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1991), 151.   
 
10 Ibid., 151-52.   
 
11 Ibid., 152.  
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that Terragni emphasized in the phenomenal and literal transparency of the building itself.  As 
such, it was intended to be an architectural instantiation of Mussolini’s conception of Fascism 
“as a glass house into which everyone can peer.”12  The building’s façade was dissolved in a grid 
of open balconies, a bank of glass doors gave unobstructed views to the interior, employees were 
visible behind glass-walled offices, and no waiting rooms—those marks of bureaucratic 
inefficiency and lethargy—separated the public from officials.  Terragni incorporated a vestigial 
torre littoria into one corner of the front façade, and subsumed the function of the arengario into 
the stacked loggia, but such subtleties of design caused local officials to fret that the building 
was not sufficiently representative of its function and elevated status.13  Could functional modern 
architecture adequately transmit the hierarchical message?  Terragni obviously thought so, as his 
exhaustive description indicates, yet its very length also suggests an unease and uncertainty 
about modernism’s ability to bridge the divide between the functional and the monumental.           
At the very moment when Terragni and other architects were attempting to give 
typological definition to the casa del fascio, the Palazzo Littorio competition was announced for 
Mussolini’s headquarters in Rome, the central nexus in the interlacing network of far-flung Case 
del fascio.  No city was more important to Mussolini than Rome, the center of empire, 
Christendom, and prize of the Risorgimento, but it was a place as yet without its own purpose-
built Fascist headquarters, let alone a central monument to memorialize Fascism that could rival 
in grandeur the renowned architectural documents of preceding eras.14  Accordingly, the Palazzo 
                                                 
12 “. . . Il Fascismo è una casa di vietro in cui tutti possono guardare.” Giuseppe Terragni, “La costruzione 
della Casa del Fascio di Como,” Quadrante, no. 35-36 (1936): 6. The phrase derives from an address Mussolini 
gave to party leaders in Milan in July 1929, after a series of scandals the previous year. See Lucy Maulsby, Fascism, 
Architecture, and the Claiming of Modern Milan, 1922-1943, 198 n. 4. 
 
13 Diane Ghirardo, “Politics of a Masterpiece: The Vicenda of the Decoration of the Façade of the Casa del 




Littorio fulfilled the need “to capture, with the inspiration of art, and in stone, cement, steel, and 
the most durable materials in nature, the giant footprint of Mussolini, so that those to come can 
be astounded.”15  Mussolini’s thoughts about Rome swayed dramatically from an early pre-
conceived and loudly proclaimed dislike for the city in the 1910s to panegyrical euphoria once 
he was in power when, in speech after speech, he equated his Rome to the Rome of the Caesars.  
Fascist ideology assigned the myth of ancient Rome—romanità—a privileged place in its 
aesthetic and ideological framework,16 so much so that exposing and exploiting the remains of 
the historical city became emphatic policy under the regime.17  However, the Roman past was 
not viewed through the lens of romantic melancholy or nostalgia; instead, its structures and 
forms were resurrected and refashioned to bolster the Fascists’ claims to political legitimacy.  
Following the planning priorities outlined in the 1925/26 General Variant and the 1931 Master 
Plan, by means of which Mussolini sought to celebrate the ancient inheritance, Rome’s 
                                                                                                                                                             
14 The seat of the Segretario and the Direttorio Nazionale of the PNF was Palazzo Vidoni on the Corso 
Vittorio Emanuele, a building celebrated for a façade (on Via del Sudario) supposedly after a design by Raphael.    
 
15 “Fermare con la consistenza della pietra, del cemento, dell’acciaio e dei più nobili e durevoli elementi 
della natura, con il soffio dell’arte, l’orma gigantesca di Mussolini, affinché i posteri ne abbiano stupore.” Pietro 
Maria Bardi, “Petizione a Mussolini per l’architettura,” L’Ambrosiano, 14 February 1931, exerpted in Giorgio 
Ciucci and Francesco Dal Co, Architettura italiana del Novecento (Milan: Electa, 1990). 111. 
 
16 Romke Visser, “Fascist Doctrine and the Cult of the Romanità,” Journal of Contemporary History 27 
(1992): 5-22. The most recent thorough exploration of the centrality of romanità to Fascist political culture is Joshua 
Arthurs, Excavating Modernity: The Roman Past in Fascist Italy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2012), who 
argues that the regime’s archaeological excavations in Rome were “vehicle[s] of urban modernization” as much as a 
means to recover the past. The use of the myth of Rome to serve political ambitions was not, of course, a Fascist 
innovation, but extended back at least to the Middle Ages in Italy. See Andrea Giardina and André Vauchez, Il mito 
di Roma da Carlo Magno a Mussolini (Rome: Laterza, 2000).        
 
17 Among the many accounts that chronicle the Fascist-era archaeological campaigns in Rome, the standard 
work remains Antonio Cederna, Mussolini urbanista: Lo sventramento di Roma negli anni di consenso (Rome: 
Laterza, 1979). See also Liliana Barroero, Alessandro Conti, Alberto Maria Racheli, and Mario Serio, Via dei Fori 
Imperiali. La zona archeologica di Roma: Urbanistica, beni artistici e politica culturale (Venice: Marsilio, 1983); 
Vittorio Bracco, L’archeologia del regime (Rome: G. Volpe, 1983); Italo Insolera and Francesco Perego, Storia 
moderna dei Fori di Roma (Rome: Laterza, 1983); Daniele Manacorda and Renato Tamassia, Il piccone del regime 
(Rome: Curcio, 1985); Luisa Cardilli, ed., Gli anni del Governatorato (1926-1944): Interventi urbanistici, scoperte 
archeologiche, arredo urbano, restauri (Rome: Kappa, 1995); Filippo Coarelli, ed., Gli scavi di Roma, 1922-1975 
(Lexicon Topographicum Urbis Romae, suppl. II. 2) (Rome: Quasar, 2006); and Clementina Panella, ed., Scavare 
nel centro di Roma: Storie, uomini, paesaggi (Rome: Quasar, 2013). 
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appearance changed with astonishing rapidity.  The regime’s interest in rooting itself historically 
in Imperial Rome made the association of Roman ruins with contemporary buildings a 
fundamental trope of Fascist planning, and a vast program of excavations was undertaken in the 
city’s central archaeological zone linking the artifacts of the past and the modern world.  Roman 
monuments were exposed and “isolated,” and then, as for example with the Mausoleum of 
Augustus and the Ara Pacis, framed by monumental palazzi.  But in the mass of projects the 
regime’s most audacious and impressive undertaking was the program of works carried out in the 
area of the Imperial Fora, the Roman Forum, and the Colosseum.  To clear space for a new 
boulevard linking the northern parts of the city with those to the south and east, the demolitions 
already in progress around the Capitoline were extended.  Christened the Via dell’Impero (now 
called the Via dei Fori Imperiali) by Mussolini on the eve of its inauguration on 28 October 
1932, this new triumphal way connected the Colosseum and the Imperial Fora to the Monument 
to Victor Emmanuel II and Piazza Venezia, thereby drawing a symbolic connection between 
Roman imperial glory, the nineteenth-century unification of Italy, and Fascism’s own imperial 
aspirations.18  Building this thoroughfare permitted the excavation and investigation of the 
Imperial Fora, but the work was hastily executed with deadlines and propaganda exigencies 
overriding scholarly concerns.  The road cut the forum area into two incongruous parts and 
covered over more than half of it, paradoxically effacing in part the very remains the regime 
sought to valorize.  Here the mundane necessities of traffic flow seemingly trumped the 
rhetorical objectives of reclaiming antiquity. 
Mussolini’s desire to celebrate the Fascist city in the heart of the ancient one provided the 
impetus and the means to build a monument to Fascism in the central archaeological area.  This 
                                                 
18 David Atkinson and Denis Cosgrove, “Urban Rhetoric and Embodied Identities: City, Nation, and 
Empire at the Vittorio Emanuele II Monument in Rome, 1870-1945,” Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers 88, no. 1 (1998): 38. 
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“emulative juxtaposition,”19 as Spiro Kostof would call it in 1973, of classical and Fascist 
monuments was typified by the planned Palazzo Littorio opposite the Basilica of Maxentius on 
the newly constructed Via dell’Impero, a Foro Fascista to rival the ancient fora whose remains 
ornamented the area.  The competition jury was filled with many of the men who were most 
intimately responsible for the transformation of the Roman cityscape in these years: Marcello 
Piacentini (1881-1960), Armando Brasini (1879-1965), Antonio Muñoz (1884-1960), and 
Corrado Ricci (1858-1934).  Architects, planners, art historians and archaeologists who, along 
with Mussolini and the various governors of Rome, can be claimed to have given birth to the 
Roma di Mussolini.20  Their collective presence on the competition jury demonstrates the 
mutually dependent relationship between archaeological and architectural practice, tandem 
professions harnessed to add Mussolini’s stamp to the Eternal City.  The Palazzo Littorio 
competition was not only a stage for the expression of competing architectural trends and 
traditions (to say nothing of fads and fantasies), but also a challenge to create a contemporary 
monument that could bear comparison to the sublime remnants of antiquity.  This study presents 
a comprehensive account and assessment of this architectural competition in its archaeological 
and urbanistic context, and seeks to reveal the inevitable interactions among architecture, 
archaeology and urbanism, the three complementary disciplines that were yoked together to cut 
the broad furrows through the soil of the city, “free” the ancient ruins from the overburden of 
centuries, and force the ancient and the modern city together in reflective glory.   
                                                 
 
19 Spiro Kostof, The Third Rome, 1870-1950: Traffic and Glory (Berkeley: University Art Museum, 1973), 
35. My earliest understanding and knowledge of Fascist Rome are indebted to Kostof’s superb book, whose 
tantalizing questions and necessary ellipses gave rise to this study. 
 
20 This is the title of Muñoz’s celebratory book describing the transformation of the city under Mussolini. 
Antonio Muñoz, Roma di Mussolini (Rome: Treves, 1935). 
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The first chapter, “Towards an Architecture of the State,” begins by examining the series 
of events that led to the decision to build the Palazzo Littorio.  It traces the genesis of the Palazzo 
Littorio competition to the Mostra della rivoluzione fascista (MRF, Exhibition of the Fascist 
Revolution), the 1932 exhibition marking the ten-year anniversary of the March on Rome, the 
event that culminated in Mussolini’s accession to power.  Drawing on the work of a number of 
scholars, this chapter presents the temporary remodeling of the façade of the late-nineteenth 
century Beaux-Arts Palazzo delle Esposizioni and the radical remaking of the interior as a high 
water mark in Fascist self-representation and myth making.21  The collaboration of artists, 
architects and designers from the principal Italian avant-gardes in creating this “Fascist 
Gesamtkunstwerk” gave hope to partisan critics that the regime had crowned modernism as the 
Art of the State.22  As an impermanent architectural spectacle that combined in its outer forms 
both the remembrance of the past and its transcendence, the exhibition engendered the 
revolutionary aspect of Fascist aesthetics.  As Svetlana Boym has written, “the word revolution . 
. . means both cyclical repetition and the radical break,” and this is a salutary reminder that to be 
aesthetically revolutionary need not mean a disavowal of the past.23  Margherita Sarfatti, 
Mussolini’s sometime mistress and cultural cicerone, wrote in 1921 that “originality and 
tradition are not contradictory terms.”  Indeed, the architectural language of the MRF was at 
                                                 
21 I am indebted in particular to Diane Ghirardo, “Architects, Exhibitions, and the Politics of Culture in 
Fascist Italy,” Journal of Architectural Education 45, no. 2 (1992): 67-75; Libero Andreotti, “The Aesthetics of 
War: The Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution,” Journal of Architectural Education 45, no. 2 (1992): 76-86; Jeffrey 
Schnapp, “Epic Demonstrations: Fascist Modernity and the 1932 Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution” in Fascism, 
Aesthetics, and Culture, ed. Richard J. Golsan (Hanover, N.H.: University Press of New England, 1992), 1-37; 
Marla Stone, “Staging Fascism: The Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution,” Journal of Contemporary History 28, no. 
2 (1993): 215-43; Emilio Gentile, Il culto del littorio: La sacralizzazione della politica nell’Italia fascista (Rome: 
Laterza, 1993) trans. as The Sacralization of Politics in Fascist Italy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996); 
and Marla Susan Stone, The Patron State: Culture and Politics in Fascist Italy (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1998).  
 
22 Pietro Maria Bardi, “Architettura. Arte di stato,” L’Ambrosiano, 31 January 1931. 
 
23 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), 19. 
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once freely innovative and tied to history, formally disruptive yet historically allusive, and as 
such serves as an index of interwar Italian architecture, a hybrid style that blurred stylistic 
boundaries rather than reinforced them. 
The latter part of the chapter discusses the role of the critic and Fascist enthusiast Pietro 
Maria Bardi (1900-1999), who in 1931 launched the opening salvo in a polemical barrage 
agitating for the pre-eminence of Rationalism (the name for the Italian iteration of modernism) in 
state architecture.  Success in competitions for new towns in the Pontine Marshes, a series of 
general post offices in Rome, and especially for the Florence railway station gave modernists 
reason to think that Mussolini was sympathetic to their cause.  The chapter looks closely at the 
Florence station competition (1932-33), and contends that it served as an important bellwether of 
polemics surrounding the Palazzo Littorio, especially those that revolved around questions of 
how to construct new buildings in an historic city and what style they should adopt.  The 
modernist success in Florence prepared the way for a clamorous session in the Chamber of 
Deputies focusing on the style of the future Palazzo Littorio that pitted traditionalists against 
modernists, the former accusing the latter’s designs of esterofilia (love of the foreign), and 
therefore unsuitable for a monument sitting amidst the hallowed glories of ancient Rome.  This 
prompted one of Mussolini’s few expressions in support of the impugned modernists, convincing 
Pagano that the Rationalists finally had the Duce’s ear.   
The second chapter, “From Roma Capitale to Roma Mussoliniana,” introduces the 
urbanistic context of the Palazzo Littorio by addressing some of the ways in which the 
lineaments of Mussolini’s transformation of Rome can be discerned in the creation of the “Third 
Rome,” the ultimate capital of the nineteenth-century Risorgimento.  Fascist Rome competed 
architecturally not just with its Imperial and papal forebears, but also with its immediate Liberal 
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precursor that likewise had sought to awaken the city from its torpor, transform its populace, and 
remake the city in its own image.  The indelible marker of its secular pre-eminence is the 
Monument to Victor Emmanuel II (1886-1911), a towering mass built in the ancient center of the 
city, around which the disparate regions of the nascent Italy would cohere in national unity.  The 
open competition to design this monument brought to the fore questions of what style should 
embody the new state, and exposed anxieties about the destruction of ancient strata the 
monument’s construction would entail.  This building was considered a vulgar pastiche by 
Fascist avant-garde critics, and so it served as both foil and model for the architects who were 
similarly challenged to create a monumental representation of an era in the Palazzo Littorio.   
The chapter also looks at the initial ambivalence with which the city of Rome was 
regarded by Mussolini and some Fascist ideologues, a place that was at once redolent of the 
ancient might the regime wished to revive and a locus of ill health and corruption, both political 
and bodily.  This first quality proved too strong to deny, so that romanità colored much of 
Mussolini’s rhetoric after 1925 and became a cardinal topos of Fascist political culture.  As a 
fundament of urban planning, it led to schemes that sought to throw the ancient and modern city 
together in mutually reflected glory.  The remainder of the chapter examines the planning 
proposals and concomitant archaeological interventions of the late 1920s that tumbled off the 
drawing-boards in response to Mussolini’s call for a New Rome that would combine the 
grandeur of the Augustan city with the modern accoutrements of the twentieth century.  Among 
these were plans by Brasini, Giovannoni, and Piacentini, each of whom wrestled with the 
propriety and necessity of building the twentieth-century city on the bones of the ancient.  It 
explores the tensions that followed from the wish to fuse ancient and modern in projects that, 
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through a selective reconciliation with the past, used ancient monuments as edifying exemplars 
and scenic backdrops to modern roadways that cut through the old city.                   
The third chapter, “The Via dell’Impero and the Urban Context of the Palazzo Littorio,” 
develops these themes through a focus on the most brazen and enduring example of the regime’s 
undertakings in the center of the historic city, the creation of the Via dell’Impero.  Of central 
importance here are the imbrications between architects, urban planners, and classical 
archaeologists.  Roman urban history in general, and the Palazzo Littorio competition in 
particular, would be incomprehensible outside the context of its urban heritage.  Under the new 
regime archaeology became deeply politicized, and it was increasingly undertaken to further the 
aims of Fascist ideology.  Though the ideological reuse of the past was by no means a peculiarly 
Fascist phenomenon, in Rome it was the most systematic.24  The renewed authority given 
classical antiquity meant that the interpreters of this past—archaeologists and art historians—
were put in charge of major architectural and planning schemes that attempted to link the Rome 
of the Caesars with the Rome of Mussolini.25  This chapter explores in detail the creation of the 
Via dell’Impero as an exemplary manifestation of Mussolini’s desire for a modern city wherein 
the impenetrable thickets of ruins in Rome’s center were transmuted from allegories of temporal 
distance, nostalgia, and loss into coherent and aggrandized monuments of regenerative vitality.  
The suggestive groundwork for this recasting of the archaeological zone was laid by the 
esteemed archaeologist Corrado Ricci, whose investigations first imagined the ruins of the 
Imperial Fora laid out in an ideal monumental panorama to be viewed from a position of 
continuous revelatory dynamism that would ultimately be provided by the Via dell’Impero.  It 
                                                 
24 Peter Bondanella refers to the “systematic” exploitation of romanità as a defining trait of Fascism’s 
distinctiveness. Bondanella, The Eternal City: Roman Images in the Modern World (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1987), 172.  
 
25 Kostof, The Third Rome, 31-32.  
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was in this context that ancient Roman ruins and monuments were regarded not merely as 
eloquent documents of a cherished past, but were invested with commemorative, decorative, and 
propagandistic functions.  The central part of the chapter describes the work of the polymath art 
historian Antonio Muñoz, who explored the dialectical relationship between the ancient and the 
contemporary city, and whose hand lies behind many aspects of Rome’s aggiornamento 
(updating).  The final part of the chapter examines the ways in which the ruins of Rome, 
especially when seen stripped of their decorative marble cladding, entered into the discourse of 
Rationalist architects who divined in their bare forms the contours of a proto-modernism.  It 
suggests how architects and critics such as Giuseppe Pagano saw in unadorned, utilitarian 
Roman architecture a matter-of-fact functionalism and lack of superfluous detail that offered 
important lessons for contemporary practice.  This insight also allowed them to proclaim 
Rationalism to be inherently Italian and thereby ward off the barbs of nativist critics at a time 
when chauvinism and patriotic enthusiasm for empire made foreign cultural influence anathema.                 
The fourth chapter, “The 1934 Palazzo Littorio Competition and the Challenge of 
Antiquity,” focuses on the competition’s purposeful confrontation of the ancient and the 
contemporary city, and the variety of ways in which architects attempted to answer Mussolini’s 
demand for architecture that was “traditionalist and at the same time modern, that looks to the 
past and at the same time to the future.”26  Would it be possible to represent a political system 
that claimed for itself both the myth of Rome and up-to-the-minute modernity?  In providing a 
comprehensive chronicle and interpretation of the discussions and debates held in the press, and 
the closed-door meetings of the jury, the chapter illuminates how the competition functioned as a 
proving ground for the communicative value of the differing styles of architecture.  As the first 
                                                 
26 From the speech “Arte e civiltà,” delivered by Mussolini at the Academy of Fine Arts in Perugua, 5 
October 1926. Quoted in Jeffrey T. Schnapp, “Fascism’s Museum in Motion,” Journal of Architectural Education 
45, no. 2 (1992): 87. 
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part of the chapter discusses, the most sensitive respondents to the Palazzo Littorio brief, such as 
Pagano, realized that uniting tradition with progress represented the central, perhaps 
irreconcilable, problem.  In withdrawing from the competition, Pagano offered a thoughtful 
assessment of the capacity of modern architecture to contend with and counter the withering gaze 
of the Roman monuments.  The deliberations of the jury, whose membership included political 
functionaries as well as architecture professionals of various sympathies, virtually assured 
dispute and militated against consensus.  They also show how the competing aesthetic 
allegiances and preferences of the jury membership resulted in a mixed and compromised slate 
of finalists for Mussolini’s ultimate arbitration, one that smoothed the edges of stylistic 
extremism.  The concluding section of the chapter examines and interprets a number of the most 
symbolically charged and contemplative competition entries.  A close study of this momentous 
competition reveals that there was a high degree of slippage between the seemingly oppositional 
categories “modernist” and “traditionalist.”  For all the experimentation in evidence, the regime’s 
wish to make visible the continuity between Fascist present and Latin past undergirded all of the 
designs, placing constraints on what could actually be built in the heart of Rome.  Each entrant 
attempted, with varying degrees of success, to mold a transcendental and everlasting “Fascist” 
monument from the paradoxical combination of revolutionary and historical rupture with 
allusions to Classical glory.   
An epilogue traces the peregrinations of the second-round competition as its program was 
altered and reduced, and its site was moved ever further from the city center and the insuperable 
challenge of antiquity.  It ends by reflecting on the crisis of representation in modern 
architecture, the difficulties implicit in a conceptual and abstract language, when called upon to 
celebrate power, tradition, modernity, and timelessness.  This problem was especially acute in a 
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building like the Palazzo Littorio that aimed to fix in a single, static work, the mutable and 
revolutionary dynamism of Fascism itself.    
Taken as a whole, this study aims to contribute to the literature on interwar Italy by 
examining the attempt to enshrine the New Lictorial Style as the orthodox idiom of the regime, 
which the Palazzo Littorio was supposed to embody.  While the wished-for stylistic syncretism 
of old and new remained chimerical, this study also investigates the broader problem of 
representation and meaning in architecture by examining the tantalizing matrix of interactions 
among architecture, urbanism and archaeology.  It hopes to clarify how architects and 
archaeologists believed their work embodied Fascist ideology and aspirations and thereby offer a 
nuanced reading of how these disciplines operated within Fascist culture.  The objective is not 
only to illuminate the contours of the competition, but also to suggest the means by which 
architects answered the dual demands of rhetoric and ruins as they confronted the problem of 




Towards an Architecture of the State 
 
 
The heart of Rome is transfixed by the Monument to Victor Emmanuel II (known as Il 
Vittoriano), a towering white Beaux-Arts mass that imposes itself upon the cityscape through its 
sheer bulk and bravado (fig. 1.1).  From its heights one is given an unparalleled view of the city, 
a commanding vantage from which to assess the city’s urban form (fig. 1.2).  Pressed hard 
against the southern haunches of the monument is the Capitol, sacred site of the Roman 
imperium and later of the medieval commune, housed in the stately dress of Michelangelo’s 
Campidoglio.  To the north lies Palazzo Venezia and its piazza in which Mussolini harangued the 
“oceanic masses” of Fascist ritual.  Running northwards from the foot of the Vittoriano towards 
the Piazza del Popolo and the Milvian Bridge of Christian triumph is the Via del Corso, tracing 
the route of the ancient Via Flaminia, a consular road linking the city to the ancient empire 
beyond.  To the east the Via Nazionale, a Haussmannesque boulevard completed in the 1870s, 
skirts the Quirinal while cutting a line towards the Piazza dell’Esedra (Piazza della Repubblica) 
and Termini, Rome’s train station.  The Via Nazionale’s western extension, the Corso Vittorio 
Emanuele heads off from Piazza Venezia towards the Tiber and St. Peter’s, cutting through the 
medieval heart of the city which for ages had been nestled in a crook of the river.  To this trivium 
Mussolini would add two works of grandezza, the Via del Mare (Via del Teatro Marcello) and 
the Via dell’Impero (Via dei Fori Imperiali) which made the area around the Vittoriano the 
unmistakable seat of power, the umbilicus of Fascist Rome and, indeed, of the Italian peninsula 
as a whole.  The Via del Mare is a broad, languorously curved road that follows the base of the 
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Capitol, passes the Theatre of Marcellus, and continues towards Ostia and the Mediterranean, the 
sea that fed Roman, Liberal and Fascist dreams of empire alike.  The Via dell’Impero links 
Piazza Venezia to the Colosseum, a bayonet-straight black ribbon that traverses the Imperial 
Fora, paralleling the route of the ancient Sacra Via.  Thus the Vittoriano stands in an area 
suffused with the markers of history—ancient, medieval, Renaissance—yet missing from this 
historical panorama is what would have been the most significant building to be erected in the 
center of Rome by the Fascists, the Palazzo del Littorio, headquarters of the Partito Nazionale 
Fascista (PNF, the National Fascist Party).  Its triangular lot still appears much as it did in 1933, 
a void which, if filled, would have given monumental definition to Fascist architecture and 
claimed, for better or worse, a central place in this long parade of history (fig. 1.3).  
 
 
“A Gesture of Healthy Violence”: The Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista 
 
It was Mussolini who, in late 1932, took the decision to build a monument to Fascism in 
the historic center of Rome, soon after the inauguration of the regime’s definitive exhibition, the 
Mostra della rivoluzione fascista (MRF, Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution).  This had been 
opened by Il Duce on 27 October 1932, the eve of the tenth anniversary of the Fascist March on 
Rome, in the Palazzo delle Esposizioni on Via Nazionale.1  Organized by the PNF “in 
                                                 
1 On the history and design of this exhibition, which has been exhaustively studied, see Giorgio Ciucci, 
“L’autorappresentazione del fascismo: La mostra del decennale della marcia su Roma,” Rassegna di architettura 4 
(1982): 48-55; Libero Andreotti, “Art and Politics in Italy: The Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution,” (Ph.D. diss., 
MIT, 1989); Gigliola Fioravanti, ed., Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista (Rome: Ministero per i beni culturali e 
ambientali, 1990); Diane Ghirardo, “Architects, Exhibitions, and the Politics of Culture in Fascist Italy,” Journal of 
Architectural Education 45, no. 2 (1992): 67-75; Libero Andreotti, “The Aesthetics of War: The Exhibition of the 
Fascist Revolution,” Journal of Architectural Education 45, no. 2 (1992): 76-86; Jeffrey Schnapp, “Fascism’s 
Museum in Motion,” Journal of Architectural Education 45, no. 2 (1992): 87-98; Jeffrey Schnapp, “Epic 
Demonstrations: Fascist Modernity and the 1932 Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution” in Fascism, Aesthetics, and 
Culture, ed. Richard J. Golsan (Hanover, N.H.: University Press of New England, 1992), 1-37; Marla Stone, 
“Staging Fascism: The Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution,” Journal of Contemporary History 28, no. 2 (1993): 
215-43; Emilio Gentile, The Sacralization of Politics in Fascist Italy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996) 
trans. Keith Botsford; originally published as  Il culto del littorio: La sacralizzazione della politica nell’Italia 
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accordance with the Duce’s wishes,”2 it was the signal propaganda event of the Fascist decennio 
(the first decade of Fascist rule), a retrospective but also prospective exhibition of the regime’s 
accomplishments.  Through a combination of primary documents, relics, art and recreated rooms, 
its displays presented the events of the years 1914 to 1922, from the outbreak of the First World 
War to Mussolini’s rise to power, from the hagiographic perspective of the Party.  As one of the 
organizers of the exhibition, Dino Alfieri,3 wrote in the exhibition guidebook, “The aim of the 
Exhibition of the Revolution had to be the reconstruction for the present, and the projection into 
the future, of an exceedingly intense and dramatic historical period, whose features and 
characteristics had to be transmitted to the future intact and alive, with the torments of passion 
that produced them, with the spasms of the struggles that bloodied them, with the brilliance of 
the light of the ideal that nourished those who have experienced it.”4  As these words make clear, 
the exhibition eschewed historical distance in favor of visceral immediacy or, as the critic 
Margherita Sarfatti put it in a review of the exhibition, that represented “history in action.”5  The 
                                                                                                                                                             
fascista (Rome: Laterza, 1993); Marla Susan Stone, The Patron State: Culture and Politics in Fascist Italy 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998); Claudio Fogu, The Historic Imaginary: Politics and History in 
Modern Italy (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2003); and Jeffrey Schnapp, Anno X: La Mostra della Rivoluzione 
Fascista del 1932 (Pisa: Istituti Editoriali e Poligrafici Internazionali, 2003). 
 
2 Partito Nazionale Fascista, Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista: Guida storica, ed. Dino Alfieri and Luigi 
Freddi (Bergamo: Istituto Italiano d’Arti Grafiche di Bergamo, 1933), 7. 
 
3 Alfieri was president of the Milanese Fascist Cultural Institute. He was assisted by the historians Luigi 
Freddi and Alessandro Melchiori and the art critic Cipriano Efisio Oppo.  
 
4 “Doveva essere, la Mostra della Rivoluzione, la ricostruzione per il presente e la proiezione nel futuro 
d’un periodo storico sommamente intenso e drammatico, i cui lineamenti ed i cui caratteri han da passare 
all’avvenire intatti e vivi, coi tormenti della passione che l’han generato, con lo spasimo delle lotte che l’hanno 
rigato di sangue, col fulgore della luce ideale a cui si sono abbeverati coloro che l’han vissuto.” Alfieri et al., 
Mostra, 46. 
  
5 Margherita Sarfatti, “Architettura, arte e simbolo alla mostra del fascismo,” Architettura 12, no. 1 (1933): 
5. Il Popolo d’Italia, the daily newspaper founded by Mussolini in 1914, noted that “the struggles and victories of 
the Fascists were not transient episodes localized in time, origins, and goals.” See also “La Mostra della 
Rivoluzione,” Il Popolo d’Italia, 30 October 1932, 1, quoted and translated by Mabel Berezin, Making the Fascist 




twenty-three rooms of the exhibition led the visitor on a prescribed route that followed a 
chronological narrative which ended in the Sala del Duce (Room of the Duce) and the Sacrario 
dei Martiri (Sanctuary of the Martyrs), which marked the apotheosis of those who had died in 
the cause of the revolution (fig. 1.4).  Many of the most prominent artists and architects of the 
principal Italian avant-gardes—Futurism, Novecento, Rationalism—transformed the exhibition 
halls in a way that mixed dry documentation with aesthetic panache.  More than 3,800,000 
people visited the exhibition in its first two years,6 and each was presented with a view of 
Fascism as the savior of the nation from pre-war ignominy and weakness; as the unifying force 
of the Italian people; and as a vigorous and positive force in the world, all of it underscored by 
the syllogism that associated revolutionary aesthetics with the revolutionary politics of Fascism.  
According to Emilio Gentile, the exhibition represented the sacralization of politics at its most 
potent and persuasive; it was a “temple of faith” where Italians and foreigners alike entered into 
the mysteries of the Fascist religion.7   
The exhibition can be understood as revealing one of the fundamental conundrums in the 
cultural politics of the Fascist regime, namely, how to represent the supposedly revolutionary 
nature of the regime while holding fast to history and tradition.  This was especially important in 
the regime’s earliest retrospective exhibition, which Jeffrey Schnapp has characterized as 
“Fascism’s first sustained effort at a self-interpretation in the mirror of twentieth century 
history.”8  The exhibition’s artistic and architectural presentation was of the utmost importance, 
as it would become the public face of Fascism for the national and international audience.  To the 
organizers of the exhibition it was clear that the façade of the nineteenth-century Palazzo delle 
                                                 
6 Gentile gives the figure 3,854, 927 in Sacralization of Politics, 117.   
 
7 Gentile, Sacralization of Politics, 126. 
 
8 Schnapp, “Fascism’s Museum in Motion,” 89. 
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Esposizioni would need to be radically remade in a style “capable of evoking the spirit of the 
times, full of fire and fever, tumultuous, lyric, brilliant.”9 The Palazzo delle Esposizioni was a 
characteristic example of the style of public buildings that had been constructed in Rome in the 
period following the Breach of Porta Pia in 1871, when the city of the popes fell to the Royal 
Italian Army, and in the process became the capital of a newly unified Italy.10  In the battle to 
decide which style should represent the secular state, Pio Piacentini’s exhibition building (1878-
82) was the first of a series of public buildings whose design was chosen through competition 
and whose outcome established monumental Beaux-Arts classicism—a heady mixture of 
Roman, Renaissance and Baroque precedents—as the default architectural idiom of Roma 
capitale.11  Sitting atop an imposing base, and approached by a grand flight of stairs that 
navigates the gentle slope of Via Nazionale, the most salient feature of the building is its 
entrance way: a massive triumphal arch bounded on either side by symmetrically disposed blind 
                                                 
 
9 “Al carattere documentario della Mostra non poteva non convenire una maniera architettonica, diciamo 
così, scenografica, atta a suscitare l’atmosfera dei tempi, tutta fuoco e febbre, tumultuosa, lirica, splendente.” Alfieri 
et al., Mostra, 8. 
 
10 For the architecture of Rome during the late nineteenth century, see Arturo Calza, Roma moderna: La 
trasformazione edilizia, le novità dell’archeologia, il monumento a Vittorio Emanuele II, la vita della capitale 
d’Italia (Milan: Treves, 1911); G. De Angelis d’Ossat, “L’architettura in Roma negli ultimi tre decenni del secolo 
XIX,” Annuario Acc. S. Luca 6 (1942): 1-50; Marcello Piacentini, Le vicende urbanistiche ed edilizie di Roma dal 
1870 ad oggi (Rome: Palombi, 1952), 5-10; Emilio Lavagnino, L'arte moderna dai neoclassici ai contemporanei 
(Turin: Unione tipografico editrice torinese, 1956); Corrado Maltese, Storia dell'arte in Italia, 1785-1943 (Turin: 
Einaudi, 1960); Carroll L. V. Meeks, Italian Architecture 1750-1914 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966); 
Paolo Portoghesi, L'eclettismo a Roma, 1870-1922 (Rome: De Luca, 1968); Gianni Accasto, Vanna Fraticelli, and 
Renato Nicolini, eds., L’architettura di Roma capitale, 1870-1970 (Rome: Golem, 1971); Valter Vannelli, 
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moderna: Un secolo di storia urbanistica 1870-1970 (Turin: Einaudi, 1993); and Terry Kirk, The Architecture of 
Modern Italy, vol. 1, The Challenge of Tradition, 1750-1900 (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2005). 
 
11 For the search for a “national style” of architecture in post-unification Italy see Franco Borsi, 
L’architettura dell’unità d’Italia (Florence: Le Monnier, 1966). 
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wings, intended to arrest the attention of passersby through its monumentality and fulsome 
sculptural decoration (fig. 1.5).12     
The siting of the Palazzo delle Esposizioni and other significant buildings in the new 
capital was undergirded by a desire to shift the locus of power away from the sacral areas 
identified with the popes, while peppering the center of Rome with monuments to the 
Risorgimento (the process of unification), and thereby claim the symbolic space of the city for 
the Liberal administration.13  The Via Nazionale, along with the Via Venti Settembre, was laid 
out in order to spur development in eastern Rome, and connect the new quarter around the 
railway station to the center of the city.  The Via Nazionale, Rome’s “first modern artery,”14 had 
been conceived by Monsignor Francesco Saverio De Merode in 1867 under Pius IX, though it 
was only finally laid out after the fall of the city in 1870 (hence the change of name from Via 
Nuova Pia to Via Nazionale).15  Running parallel to the old Via Pia (1560), the street was 
visually anchored at either end by two of the pre-eminent examples of the new style: the Palazzi 
della Piazza dell’Esedra to the northeast (Gaetano Koch, 1880), which face the Baths of 
Diocletian and serve as a vestibule for traffic heading into the city from the railway station (fig. 
                                                 
 
12 Buildings of this style and period are now more commonly regarded as tragi-comic examples of 
overwrought architectural bluster, synonymous with bad taste. A typical assessment of this kind is Eric Hobsbawm: 
“The Rome of King Victor Emmanuel, whose name is probably associated with more pieces of bad architecture than 
that of any other sovereign, is a disaster.” The Age of Capital (London: Abacus, 2004), 326. Nikolaus Pevsner calls 
the Monument to Victor Emmanuel, Roma capitale’s most representative structure, a disgrace to Rome. An Outline 
of European Architecture (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1964), 387. Perhaps the most damning remark belongs to the 
painter Giorgio de Chirico, who in 1919 called it a “monstrous apotheos[i]s of bad taste and pervading imbecility.” 
De Chirico, “On Metaphysical Art” (1919), trans. Massimo Carrà, in Metaphysical Art, ed. Massimo Carrà (New 
York: Praeger, 1971), 90. Spiro Kostof urges a more sympathetic and nuanced reading in “The Third Rome: The 
Polemics of Architectural History,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 32, no. 3 (1973): 239-50. 
 
13 Kostof, The Third Rome, 1870-1950: Traffic and Glory (Berkeley: University Art Museum, 1973), 13. 
This remains the best brief introduction in English to the architecture and urbanism of Rome in these years.  
 





1.6); and the Monument to Victor Emmanuel II (Giuseppe Sacconi, 1884) at Piazza Venezia, 
almost a mile distant, which stood at the bottom of the slope and urged traffic into the historic 
center of the city.  Along its path were other prominent buildings, including Koch’s neo-Baroque 
Banca d’Italia (1889-1892), the Teatro Drammatico Nazionale (Francesco Azzurri, 1886), and 
George Edmund Street’s neo-Gothic American Episcopal Church of St. Paul (1872-1876).    
 This great historicist panorama was the urban context into which the MRF was inserted.  
It was a calculated assault on the architectural culture of the Umbertine city, and the Liberal 
political regime it represented.  Remarking on the empty ostentation of the buildings that lined 
the street, (the palaces were “arrogant without solidity, pompous without style, rich without 
taste!”), and excoriating Pio Piacentini’s building as the worst offender, the exhibition catalogue 
explained that with the appearance of the Exhibition:  
The old and sedate Via Nazionale has been violated by a startling modern architectural 
construction, that vanquishes the weak buildings of a past age that flank it, and brings to 
the heart of Rome the sole example in the capital of the most up-to-date expression of an 
art and of an aesthetic that is in keeping with our breathless, dynamic, untethered, and 
feverish epoch.  Rome needed such a gesture of healthy violence: there was too much 
reliance on imitative and unimaginative traditionalism, too much fake marble, too much 
gilded plaster, too much artificially rusted wrought iron, too many reversions, which, 
compared to the inspirations of the ancients, were as the cardboard mountains of cinema 
studios are to the Dolomites.16 
 
Hiding the embarrassing façade and creating an image of Fascism that was in keeping with the 
new era—and therefore distinct from the styles of the past—was the overriding concern of the 
organizers.  They credited Mussolini with determining the style of the exhibition: “The 
architects, painters and sculptors responsible for the artistic realization of the exhibition received 
                                                 
 
16 “È così che la vecchia e solenne Via Nazionale è stata.... violentata da questo irrompente motivo di 
architettura moderna, che sbaraglia le bolse costruzioni d’un tempo che la fiancheggiano e porta nel cuore di Roma, 
esempio fin’ora unico nella capitale, l’espressione più attuale di un’arte e di un’estetica rispondenti alla nostra epoca 
anelante e dinamica, disancorata e febbrile. V’era bisogno, a Roma, d’un simile gesto di salutare violenza. Ci si era 
troppo adagiati in un tradizionalismo imitativo e privo di fantasia: troppi falsi marmi, troppi stucchi dorati, troppi 
ferri battuti arrugginiti artificialmente, troppi ritorni che stavano alle ispirazioni antiche come le montagne di cartone 
degli studi cinematografici stanno alle dolomiti.” Alfieri et al., Mostra, 65-66. 
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the Duce’s clear and precise word of command to be up to date, that is to say thoroughly modern 
and bold, without melancholy memories of the decorative styles of the past.”17  Just as the great 
ages of the past had defined their own aesthetic languages, so too would Fascism create an 
original idiom as an enduring example of its glory.  This involved a total transformation of the 
exterior and the interior of the building so that it would be all of a piece, in “harmony with the 
prevailing rational, simple, bare, geometric style . . . .”18  Marla Stone has described the result as 
“a Fascist Gesamtkunstwerk of art, drama, propaganda, and entertainment.”19  It was the product 
of the artistic collaboration of some thirty architects, sculptors and painters, among them such 
prominent avant-garde artists as Giuseppe Terragni and Adalberto Libera of the Rationalists; the 
Futurist Enrico Prampolini and Fortunato Depero; the Novecentisti Mario Sironi and Achille 
Funi; and the Strapaese artists Leo Longanesi and Mino Maccari, all of whom enthusiastically 
used their skills to further state propaganda.  Through this spectacular presentation of the 
historical trajectory of the movement to as many people as possible, the regime attempted to 
legitimize itself and announce the inevitability of its historical mission.  Having consolidated 
political power by the end of the 1920s, the regime then insinuated itself into every sphere of 
society, including, importantly, the cultural and social institutions of the country through which 
political consensus and mass consent were shaped. 
Rejecting various retardataire proposals for the façade that were “grievously traditional,” 
including one that proposed a “Romanized solemnity faced with imitation travertine,” and others 
characterized by “mannerism based on baroque,” Alfieri selected a design by the young 
                                                 
 
17 “Architetti, pittori e scultori incaricati della realizzazione artistica della Mostra ebbero dal Duce la parola 
d’ordine chiara e precisa: far cosa d’oggi, modernissima dunque, e audace, senza malinconici ricordi degli stili 
decorativi del passato.” Ibid., 8. 
 
18 “Sono stati approntati secondo lo stesso stile razionale, semplice, nudo, geometrico . . . .” Ibid. 
 
19 Stone, The Patron State, 130. 
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Rationalist (i.e., modernist) architects Mario de Renzi and Adalberto Libera (fig. 1.7).20  By 
practical necessity the architects followed the outlines of the original building but reduced it to a 
forceful geometric abstraction.  They hid the original central triumphal arch behind a large cube, 
thirty meters to a side, and painted “Pompeian” red.  The three ornate entranceways were 
reduced to plain, elemental openings with prominent bandings of riveted and engraved 
aluminum, to kindle feelings of “the cold will and thoughtful passion” of the building.21  Against 
this backdrop rose four colossal fasces, the emblem of Fascism, making explicit the ideological 
character of the exhibition.22  The fasces (Italian, fasci littori) were an essential component of 
ancient Roman magisterial state regalia, and consisted of birch or elmwood rods, one-and-a-half 
meters in length, bound together by red thongs, and often mounted with an axe.  These were 
carried by Lictors ahead of magistrates as a symbol of their authority to exact severe corporal 
                                                 
 
20 The passage from the guide reads: “Varie furono le soluzioni prospettate.  Alcune di un tradizionalismo 
desolante, altre di una fantasia sconcertante. Ci fu chi propose una solennità romaneggiante imbastita di falso 
travertino, chi un manierismo ricalcato sul barocco, chi una originalità intessuta di bizzarrie.” Alfieri et al., Mostra, 
65. One of the historicist proposals was by Enrico Del Debbio and Antonio Valente (see Andreotti, “Aesthetics of 
War,” 88, and Paolo Nicoloso, Mussolini architetto [Turin: Einaudi, 2008], 134), though it is not clear which of the 
dismissive characterizations was applied to it. It is a matter of no little irony that Del Debbio would be one of a team 
of architects whose design for a permanent MRF would ultimately be chosen in the Palazzo del Littorio competition. 
Del Debbio is usually considered to be a conservative architect, though in fact he worked in a number of modes over 
his career, from the Wagnerschule-inspired projects of his early career (for example, the Project for an 
Archaeological Museum, Pompeii, 1914), to the light, airy, modernist Sun Therapy Camp at the Foro Mussolini 
(1933). This is not to ignore his monumental classicizing work in Rome in the 1920s and 1930s, only to suggest that 
his oeuvre is remarkably varied.     
 
21 “Anche qui un senso metallico che crea armonie adeguate al nostro tempo, suscitatrici di fredda volontà e 
di meditata passione.” Alfieri et al., Mostra, 71. 
 
22 A definition of the symbolic meaning of the fasces is given by Mussolini in the Enciclopedia italiana di 
scienze, lettere ed arti (usually referred to as the Treccani). The entry on Fascism, credited to Mussolini but ghost-
written by the philosopher Giovanni Gentile, states: “Fascism, in short, is not only a lawgiver and the founder of 
institutions, but an educator and promoter of the spiritual life. It aims to rebuild not the forms of human life, but its 
content, the man, the character, the faith. And for this end it exacts discipline and an authority which descends into 
and dominates the interior of the spirit without opposition. Its emblem, therefore, is the lictorian fasces, symbol of 
unity, of force and of justice.” Translated in Ion Munro, Through Fascism to World Power (London: Alexander 
Maclehose & Co., 1933), 309. The fasces were made emblem of the state by decree-law n. 2061, December 12, 
1926. Historical Dictionary of Fascist Italy, s.v. “fascio littorio”; and Simonetta Falasca-Zamponi, Fascist 
Spectacle: The Aesthetics of Power in Mussolini’s Italy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 95-99. For 
a study of the use of the fasces in ancient Rome written by one of the regime’s leading archaeologists, see Giulio 
Quirino Giglioli, Il fascio littorio (Rome: La Libreria dello Stato, 1933). 
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and capital punishment.  Indeed, they have been memorably described by the historian Anthony 
Marshall as “a portable kit for flogging and decapitation.”23  This threatening symbol, though 
historically distanced and no longer brutally functional in Fascist Italy, nevertheless retained an 
aura of forceful discipline, which was doubtless a prime reason for their adoption.24  More 
straightforwardly, however, the Italian word fascio (“bundle”) had for long been used in politics 
to denote a group or association and was thus taken to be an ideal referent to the Fascist politico-
economic system of corporativism.25  The riveted sheets of burnished, oxidized copper over steel 
scaffolding, were connected and stayed at their base by a broad lintel, 38 meters long, which 
framed the entranceway and supported, in bold sans serif lettering, the inscription MOSTRA 
DELLA RIVOLUZIONE FASCISTA.  This central motif was flanked by two plain gray wings, 
each topped with a six-meter-high red and white “X,” indicating year ten of the era fascista 
(1932), the revolutionary calendar inaugurated by the March on Rome.      
The classical icons (fasces, Xs) and the “flatness” of the façade that abstracted the 
triumphal arch of the palazzo to its essential geometries, the deft mixing of ancient and modern, 
has been called “an uncanny index of modern architecture as it was interpreted in Rome.”26  
                                                 
 
23 Anthony J. Marshall, “Symbols and Showmanship in Roman Public Life: The Fasces,” Phoenix 38, no. 2 
(1984): 130.  
 
24 In his 1932 “Dottrina del Fascismo,” Mussolini explained what the fasces represented: “[Fascism] wants 
to remake not only the forms of human life, but the content, man, character, faith. To this end it requires discipline, 
and an authority that would impress the spirits and dominate them fully. Its sign is thus the fascio littorio, symbol of 
unity, force and justice.” Quoted in Falasca-Zamponi, Fascist Spectacle, 96.  
 
25Alexander De Grand defines corporativism as “a system of institutional arrangements by which capital 
and labor are integrated into obligatory, hierarchical, and functional units (corporations) recognized by the state, 
which become organs of self-government for issues relating to the specific category as well as the basis for 
participation with other corporatively organized interests in policy decisions affecting the whole society 
(Corporative parliament).  The corporations may be the controlling power in the state, or they may, as in Italy, be 
controlled by a political authority that exists independently of and outside the corporative system.” Historical 
Dictionary of Fascist Italy, s.v. “corporativism and the corporative state.”    
 
26 Ghirardo, “Architects, Exhibitions,” 68. 
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While the design is ultimately an example of the ephemeral architecture of display, and as such 
was open to more aesthetic licence than might have been permitted in a permanent state 
structure,27 its daring modernism is a telling indicator of the stylistic range possible in the early 
1930s in Italy.  The catalogue trumpeted that the international architectural press had reviewed it 
with “universal surprise and admiration for the boldness of design it represents, a perfect and 
harmonious illustration of the most modern aesthetic, that is seriously and substantially in 
keeping with our times.”28  Essentially, the façade was a studied exercise in aesthetic mediation, 
one which was intended to fuse elements that would satisfy modernists and traditionalists alike 
through its manifold referents.  Thus the metallic fasces could be interpreted not simply as 
emblems of the regime and ancient Roman tradition, but as images of war—the riveted panels of 
a warship or tank, the bayonets of the Fascist arditi—or even as the funnels of a transatlantic 
liner or the chimneys of industry;  the modern impermanent monumental façade concealed the 
florid decoration of the palazzo that lay beneath yet retained the unmistakable motif and 
organization of the triumphal arch;29 the bold red of the central square was equally the color of 
the Fascist revolution, the blood spilled by its “martyrs,” and the so-called Pompeian red of 
antiquity.  Here the Roman past and the Fascist present were combined in an extraordinary 
design that answered the imperative that the new architecture be at once natively Italian and in 
accord with the country’s traditions, while also being indicative of Fascism’s modernizing 
                                                 
 
27 Writing in 1941, the architect and critic Giuseppe Pagano noted, “Certo è che il coraggio architettonico è 
indirettamente proporzionale alla durata degli edifici.” (“It is certain that architectural courage is inversely 
proportional to the permanence of buildings.”) Giuseppe Pagano, “Parliamo un po’ di esposizioni,” Casabella-
Costruzioni, no. 159-160 (1941): n.p.   
 
28 “Un senso universale di meraviglia e di ammirazione per l’audacia ch’essa rappresenta, non disgiunta da 
un’esemplificazione perfetta e armoniosa della estetica più moderna e più seriamente e sostanzialmente aderente al 
nostro tempo.” Alfieri et al., Mostra, 65. 
 
29 It should be noted that for all the novelty of the forms and materials used to obscure and upstage the 
august façade of the Palazzo, and protest against the official architecture of the fin de siècle, it could be faulted for 
engaging in the kind of façadism so criticized in the catalogue. 
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impulses.  As such, it has become a definitive image of Italian architecture in the early 1930s, a 
symbol not only of the creative potential of Italian artists and architects of the period, but of the 
close alignment of modernist aesthetics with Fascist politics.30 With this exhibition, the Party 
showed what the state had accomplished as it stood on the threshold of its next decade in power, 
that it had a history as well as its own aesthetic language.  Indeed, as Giorgio Ciucci has written, 
it seemed as if by selecting the modernist design, Alfieri was recalling the words of Pietro Maria 
Bardi, the influential art critic and gallerist who, in the year before the exhibition suggested in 
the essay “Architettura. Arte di stato,” that only modern architecture could best represent the 
Fascist state.31  Alfieri wrote of the façade that “though it certainly does not claim to fix the 
lineaments of a still embryonic art, it expresses a definite yearning for the creation and definition 
of new forms bearing the mark and character of Fascist times and representing its unmistakable 
spirit.”32 
 
“A Modern Monumental Building”: The Decision to Build the Palazzo Littorio 
A month after the inauguration of the MRF, on 30 November, Mussolini, along with 
Achille Starace (secretary of the PNF), Giovanni Marinelli (administrator of the PNF), and 
Alfieri, received in Palazzo Venezia the people responsible for mounting the exhibition.33  A 
                                                 
 
30 Emily Braun calls it the “supreme achievement of Fascist modernism.” Emily Braun, Mario Sironi and 
Italian Modernism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 153. 
 
31 Ciucci, “L’autorappresentazione,” 50. Pietro Maria Bardi, “Architettura. Arte di stato,” L’Ambrosiano, 
31 January 1931. 
 
32 “Il grande merito della nuova facciata della Mostra è quello di segnare un momento—poichè certo non 
pretende di fissare i lineamenti di un’arte ancora in embrione—di questo anelo verso la creazione e la definizione di 
nuove espressioni che portino il segno e il carattere del tempo fascista e ne rappresentino lo spirito inconfondibile.” 
Alfieri et al., Mostra , 66. 
 
33 The members of this group were: Enrico Arrigoni, Antonio Barrera, Amerigo Bartoli, Giovanni 
Capodivacca, Arnaldo Carpanetti, Ernesto Daquano, Corrado Da Vita, Ambrogio Devoto, Dante Dini, Gherardo 
30 
 
report of the meeting published in the daily press (and included in the published exhibition 
catalogue), stated that:  
The Head of Government expressed to those present his satisfaction with the organization 
of the exhibition, saying it was as he had wished it to be: fair and objective in its 
historical reconstruction, and beautiful and modern in its artistic and architectural setting, 
from the superb and typically Fascist façade to the different rooms, all bearing the 
imprint of a new, truly original, and up to date decorative style.  The Duce also expressed 
his desire that the precious documents and memorabilia collected for the exhibition 
should not be lost, but instead be suitably housed in a modern monumental building that 
will accommodate the National Executive of the Party and the permanent exhibition of 
Fascism.  The headquarters will be erected on the Via dell’Impero so that the greatness of 
the glorious past is linked directly to the aims of today.34 
  
While this last statement would seem to lay the inspiration for what would become the Palazzo 
Littorio squarely with Mussolini, according to Emilio Gentile the wish to make the MRF 
permanent was part of a broad appeal by Fascists “carried by the wave of feeling and enthusiasm 
raised by the success of the Exhibition,” who clamored for its continuous run.35  One of the 
                                                                                                                                                             
Dottori, Mario De Renzi, Luigi Freddi, Achille Funi, Riccardo Gigante, Adalberto Libera, Leo Longanesi, Mino 
Maccari, Gigi Maino, Giannino Marchi, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, Renato Mariani, Marino Marini, Guido Mauri, 
Alessandro Melchiori, Antonio Monti, Publio Morbiducci, Marcello Nizzoli, Cipriano Efisio Oppo, Piero Parini, 
Enrico Paolucci, Celestino Patrone, Esodo Pratelli, Enrico Prampolini, Domenico Rambelli, Quirino Ruggeri, 
Francesco Sacco, Antonio Santagata, Mario Sironi, Giuseppe Terragni and Antonio Valente.    
 
34 “S. E. il Capo del Governo ha ricevuto a Palazzo Venezia, presenti il Segretario del P.N.F. on. Starace, il 
segretario amministrativo on. Marinelli e l’on. Alfieri, i camerati che hanno collaborato alla realizzazione della 
Mostra della Rivoluzione Fasci [sta]. . . . Il Capo del Governo ha, quindi, espresso ai convenuti la sua simpatia 
dicendosi soddisfatto dell’allestimento della mostra, che è quale egli la ha desiderata, serena ed obbiettiva nella 
ricostruzione storica, bella e moderna nella cornice artistica ed architettonica dalla superba facciata tipicamente 
fascista alle diverse sale che recano tutte la impronta di uno stile decorativo nuovo veramente originale e attuale. Il 
Duce ha poi manifestato la sua volontà che i preziosi documenti e i cimeli raccolti non vadano dispersi e trovino 
invece degna sede in una costruzione modernamente monumentale che ospiterà il Direttorio Nazionale del Partito e 
la Mostra permanente del Fascismo, sede che dovrà sorgere precisamente sulla Via dell’Impero, in modo che la 
grandezza del glorioso passato si ricolleghi direttamente ai propositi di oggi.” Alfieri et al., Mostra, 34. See also 
Giovanni Biadene, “La mostra della rivoluzione (da via Nazionale a via dell’Impero),” L’Illustrazione Italiana, 28 
November 1934. Mussolini’s decision to construct on the Via dell’Impero a building to house the Party’s seat as 
well as the MRF was reported in Il Messaggero, 1 December 1932; La Tribuna, 2 December 1932; and Il Popolo 
d’Italia, 2 December 1932. Italo Isolera and Francesco Perego, Storia moderna dei fori di Roma (Rome: Laterza, 
1999), 164. 
 
35 Gentile, Sacralization of Politics, 120-21. He quotes from a letter to Achille Starace written by “a 
Florentine Fascist” on 9 October 1933 who asks: “Rather than closing the Exhibition, as Your Excellency has 
disposed, an Exhibition that has raised so many ineffable feelings, brought back so many unforgettable memories, 
and lit up the spirits of so many visitors, might not Your Excellency respectfully consider that the Exhibition of the 
31 
 
many enthusiasts was Bardi who, writing in the most militantly avant-garde Italian architecture 
journal of the time, Quadrante, a few days before the opening of the public exhibition of the 
Palazzo Littorio competition entries in September 1934, reprinted his letter to the director of the 
Genoese newspaper Il Lavoro Fascista, that had been published on 8 November 1932.36  There 
he had written of his desire to see the MRF moved to a permanent building on the Via 
dell’Impero: it was the letter “with which the idea of the Palazzo del Partito in Via dell’Impero 
was launched,” he boasted.37  He relates that his letter and proposal had been prompted by a 
discussion with Giuseppe Bottai38 at the offices of Critica Fascista, the periodical that Bottai had 
founded.  At this meeting they heatedly discussed the idea of moving the exhibition to a new 
location, to a building to be designed by young Rationalist architects, in whom he had 
“maintained a position of constant and resolute faith.”  His idea was to “transplant to the Via 
dell’Impero the Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution, duly revised and synthesized into its 
                                                                                                                                                             
Fascist Revolution remain permanently open?” ACS, Partito Nazionale Fascista, Direttorio Nazionale, b. 331, fasc. 
27 (“R. M.” to Achille Starace, 9 October 1933) in Gentile, Sacralization of Politics, 193 n. 93. 
 
36 Pietro Maria Bardi, “Il concorso del Palazzo del Littorio,” Quadrante, no. 16-17 (1934): 2-5.   
 
37 “. . . L’articolo con il quale si lanciava l’idea del Palazzo del Partito nella Via dell’Impero . . . .” Ibid., 2.  
 
38 Giuseppe Bottai (1895-1959) was a journalist and a powerful politician within the Fascist party. He was 
elected to Parliament in 1921, and following the March on Rome (1922) held a series of increasingly influential 
appointments. A member of the Fascist Grand Council, he was first deputy (1924), then undersecretary (1926) and 
ultimately minister of Corporations (1929-32). In 1935 and 1936 he was Governor of Rome, a period which saw a 
number of consequential alterations to the cityscape, including the partial restoration of the Temple of Venus and 
Roma, the creation of the Parco di Traiano, the demolition of the spina before St. Peter’s, the completion of the 
“isolation” of the Mausoleum of Augustus, and the proposal to create the Esposizione Universale di Roma (E’42). 
Following this interlude he rejoined the government as minister of national education, a position he held until 1943 
when he was instrumental in Mussolini’s ouster. A “conservative modernizer,” he aimed to revise Fascism from 
within and argued that internal debate was crucial to maintaining the dynamism of the Party, a program he pursued 
in his three reviews, Critica fascista, the Archivio di Studi corporativi, and Primato. As an early adherent to 
Futurism, his cultural affiliations leaned towards the avant-garde. In terms of his architectural affiliations he was a 
strong supporter of Bardi and the Quadrante circle, publishing Bardi’s Rapporto sull’architettura (per Mussolini) 
(1931) as an edition of his Critica fascista imprint. In 1939 he established the Premio Bergamo to support modernist 
art. He did this to counter the Premio Cremona, an annual prize for traditional Italian figurative art set up by Roberto 
Farinacci the year before. In addition, in 1940 he proposed the creation of the Ufficio per l’Arte Contemporanea, a 
state tool to record and promote contemporary art, unrealized until after the war. As one historian has suggested, by 
working within the state to monopolize cultural production while championing modernist artistic currents, “he 
rendered a major service to the regime by creating an illusion of dynamism and creativity where nothing existed.”  
Historical Dictionary of Fascist Italy, s.v. “Bottai, Giuseppe.”   
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documentary essence . . . .”  It would be housed in “a totally durable monument that will 
dominate all the other architectural monuments in Rome.”  He asserted that: 
All now agree on the necessity of raising walls, reinforced concrete and steel structures, 
on Via dell’Impero.  Italy today has an all-conquering ace in world urban aesthetics 
which it holds because history has supplied us with it.  Now we must incorporate the 
value of this ace by completing this straight stretch of road definitively and eternally with 
signs of a truly up-to-date architectural style.  Mussolini’s times are on a par with those 
of Caesar.  With all our pride, faith and will we must engage with the pride, faith and will 
of Imperial Rome.39     
 
The readership of Quadrante could be reliably expected to concur with Bardi’s sentiments, but 
the original appearance of the letter in Il Lavoro Fascista was part of a endless barrage of ideas 
hurled by Bardi in an attempt to convince the wider public that modernist architecture was the 
natural “arte di stato.” In fawning tones, his letter continues: 
Every era, every leader and every revolution has left its architectural visiting card 
according to its civilization and fervor, and our wish is thus for an architecture for 
Mussolini which is worthy of Him.  It is for this reason that youth is always at the 
forefront of the battle against stylistic imitators, against building contractors who 
compromise on style for a fee, and it is for this reason that the art they have in mind is 
inspired by our greatest glories but borrows nothing from the formalism of the past.  This 
is the idea behind erecting modern buildings on Via dell’Impero.  We want to bring the 
days of Piranesi’s etchings to an end.  For Fascism, the goal of archaeology is to make 
use of those active, forward looking and born again seeds which are inherent in memory, 
inspired by devotion to tradition and by the desire to make ourselves worthy of it.40 
 
                                                 
 
39 “Tutti d’accordo ormai sull’indispensabilità di alzare dei muri, dei cementi armati, delle strutture di 
acciaio nella Via dell’Impero. L’Italia possiede, oggi, quest’asso pigliatutto nella estetica urbana mondiale, e lo 
possiede perchè la storia glielo ha fornito: noi dobbiamo, ora integrare il valore del predetto asso mediante il 
completamento definitivo e immutabile del rettifilo con i segni di una attualissima architettura. Il tempo di Mussolini 
è degno del tempo di Cesare: inseriamoci con tutto il nostro orgoglio, la nostra fede, la nostra volontà, nell’otgoglio, 
nella fede, nella volontà della Roma Imperiale.” Bardi, “Il concorso del Palazzo del Littorio,” 2. 
 
40 “Ogni epoca, ogni capo, ogni rivoluzione hanno lasciato nell’edilizia le loro carte da visita, a seconda 
della civiltà e del fervore che le contrassegnarono: così vogliamo per Mussolini una architettura degna di Lui. E’ per 
questo che i giovani sono sempre sulla breccia contro i ruminatori di stili, contro gli impresari che patteggiano sul 
gusto al lume della parcella, è per questo che pensano a un’arte che non chieda in prestito nulla al formalismo del 
passato, pur ispirandosi allo spirito delle nostre glorie maggiori, è per questo che si vuole costruire modernamente 
sulla Via dell’Impero. Vogliamo farla finita con l’incisione piranesiana: il fascismo fa dell’archeologia a scopo di 
vita per usufruire dei germi attivi, propulsori e rinascenti che sono nelle memorie: per devozione alla tradizione e per 
rendersene degno.” Ibid. 
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Accompanying the article was a drawing of the proposed Casa del Fascismo, as he called it, that 
would “conserve the essence of the Revolution” (fig. 1.8).  It is the earliest suggestion of what 
this house of Fascism might be.  The drawing was prepared by “two young architects,” sadly 
unnamed, based on Bottai’s and Bardi’s suggestions and appeared under the title “Le ‘sintesi’ 
della Rivoluzione Fascista sulla Via dell’Impero.”  It shows a ten-story tower rising from the 
exposed remains of the Forum of Nerva, the northern-most part of which lay on the north side of 
Via dell’Impero, cheek by jowl with the eastern hemicycle of the Forum of Augustus.  The tower 
is “grafted” onto the entablature of the two surviving columns of the forum’s engaged colonnade, 
known as Le Colonnacce (“the ugly columns”), which had been visible since antiquity.41  The 
building rises in the foreground of the picture and reduces the Colosseum beyond to architectural 
insignificance.  It telescopes upward, each floor marked from the next by a prominent string 
course and cantilevered balcony, its blank, windowless walls awkwardly turn their backs to the 
road.  The floors are emblazoned from bottom to top with fasces and the Roman numerals I to X 
of the first decade of Fascism, the Decennale, dating each floor according to the Fascist 
revolutionary calendar.  This calendar, like the French one on which it was modelled, marked 
time by the advent of the new regime and heralded the epochal significance of the Fascist 
revolution.42  It was a system which, in the words of the historian Roger Griffin, “encouraged 
[Italians] to experience the unfolding of time as a phenomenon with a transcendental core on a 
                                                 
 
41 Though not mentioned by Bardi, the remains of the colonnade’s sculptural decoration include a large 
figure of the goddess Minerva in the attic, and a frieze in the recess between the two columns that depicts the 
goddess presiding over women engaged in various domestic occupations (childbirth, spinning, weaving). For all the 
Fascist propaganda that held up “patient domesticity and prolific maternity” as the bedrock of society, one may 
question whether such an iconographic program would have been regarded by Fascist ideologues as a suitable basis 
on which to raise a monument to the regime. On the regime’s conception of women’s roles, see Alexander De 
Grand, “Women under Italian Fascism,” Historical Review 19, no. 4 (1976): 947-68; and Victoria De Grazia, How 
Fascism Ruled Women: Italy, 1922-1945 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992).       
 
42 Roger Griffin, “The Fascist Quest to Regenerate Time” (Nov. 1988), in Electronic Seminars in History, 
available from http://ihrinfo.ac.uk/esh/quest.html, cited in Mark Antliff, “Fascism, Modernism, and Modernity,” The 
Art Bulletin 84, no. 1 (March 2002): 162.   
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par with metaphysical reality which underlay Christianity.”43  Yet it is a singularly uninspired 
design for a museum, especially given the shocking contemporaneity of the temporary exhibit on 
Via Nazionale.  It looks more like a dogmatic rendering of a lightless modernist residential 
apartment block, though its sublime height would render formal cavils meaningless, for Bardi 
intended the structure to rise to unforeseen heights with the passage of time—a new floor would 
be added as each year of the era fascista marched by.44 
Fourteen months after Mussolini had expressed his desire for a “modern monumental 
building” to house the offices of the PNF be raised on Via dell’Impero, and thirteen months after 
Bardi had presented his tentative proposal to the public, the competition brief appeared, dated 
December 27, 1933.  It was subsequently published in the December number of Architettura, the 
official organ of the Fascist Syndicate of Architects, the January 1934 issue of the journal 
Casabella, and elsewhere.45  It announced that the “National Fascist Party, in consultation with 
                                                 
 
43 Ibid. The October 28 “March on Rome” that had brought Mussolini to power as prime minister, was 
retroactively adopted in 1927 as the first day of the new Fascist era (the abbreviation “ER” [era fascista] usually 
accompanied this novel system wherever it appeared). The years of the calendar were always denoted in Roman 
numerals. Rather confusingly, since the Fascist calendar began on 28 October, its years did not run in parallel with 
the Gregorian calendar. For example, 27 October 1932 is given as year IX EF, 28 October 1932 as year X EF. As 
Griffin explains, the national holidays of Italy were overlayed and to a certain extent displaced by new Fascist feast 
days: “Thus March 23, Youth Day, commemorated the founding of the Fasci; April 21, Labour Day, the founding of 
Rome; May 24, Empire Day, the entry of Italy into the First World War; September 20, Italian Unity, the 
incorporation of Rome into the Kingdom of Italy; October 28, the fascist Revolution, the March on Rome.” For a 
useful description of these anniversaries, see H. Arthur Steiner, Government in Fascist Italy (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1938), 1-8. 
 
44 This idea was almost immediately ridiculed by Mario Baratelli of the Federazione Fascista dell’Urbe in 
the pages of La Tribuna: “Per il cinquantenario della rivoluzione saremo già a 300 metri. E per il centenario la vetta 
della torre perpetua si eleverebbe già fra le nuvole a 600 metri, rendendo pericolosa la circolazione aerea, che a quel 
tempo sarà quella normale.” (“By the fiftieth anniversary of the revolution the tower will be 300 meters tall. By the 
centenary the top of the endless tower would, at 600 meters, be among the clouds endangering the air traffic which 
by that time will be common.”) La Tribuna, 10 November 1932, quoted in Isolera and Perego, Storia moderna dei 
fori di Roma, 163. 
 
45 “Il bando di concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio a Roma,” Casabella, no. 73 (1934): 7-9. See also 
“Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio e della mostra della rivoluzione fascista da erigersi in 
Roma in via dell’Impero,” Architettura 12 (1933): 811-13; “Il concorso nazionale per il palazzo del littorio e della 
mostra della rivoluzione fascista,” Le professioni e le arti 4, no. 1 (1934): 32-33. The brief was also republished in a 
special issue of Architettura in December 1934. This retrospective edition contains a brief introduction written by 
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the Governor of Rome and the Royal Academy of Italy” was holding a competition for the 
design of the Palazzo del Littorio and the Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista to be located on the 
Via dell’Impero.  It specified that the competition was open to all Italian architects and 
engineers, including those living abroad, who were members of the PNF and of their respective 
trade syndicates, and listed the members of the jury.  Foreigners could not participate.46  
Armando Brasini and Marcello Piacentini, architects and members of the Royal Academy, set 
the format of the competition and served on the jury, the latter acting as secretary and 
spokesman.47  The jury was presided over by Achille Starace, Secretary General of the PNF, and 
included both political and technical appointees.  The other members were Giovanni Marinelli, 
Administrative Secretary of the PNF, Francesco Boncompagni Ludovisi, the patrician Governor 
of Rome, and the heads of the National Fascist Syndicate of Architects (Alberto Calza Bini), the 
Secretary of the National Fascist Syndicate of Engineers (Gioacchino Russo), the Inspector 
General of Technical Services of the Governorate (Paolo Salotino), as well as the architect 
academician Cesare Bazzani and two archaeologists—Antonio Muñoz (the Director of the Office 
of Fine Arts of Rome) and Corrado Ricci, who planned and directed the excavations of the 
Imperial Fora between 1924 and 1932.  As one would expect for a competition of such 
importance, together these men formed a supremely prestigious group, representing the 
                                                                                                                                                             
Marcello Piacentini, the competition brief, and descriptions with images of  43 projects. The competition brief is 
reproduced here in the Appendix.  
 
46 The members of the jury were no doubt mindful of the fact that the last such competition for an important 
national monument, the Vittoriano (1880), had initially been won by a Frenchman, much to the chagrin of 
nationalists. See below, Chapter 2. 
 





entrenched and powerful interests of both the political and artistic spheres, and one that seemed 
likely to favor monumental bombast.48  
There followed fourteen articles governing the competition, the first of which proposed a 
Foro Fascista equivalent to the ancient fora running across from the Basilica of Maxentius and 
next to the Colosseum, its triangular plot delimited to the southwest by the newly constructed 
Via dell’Impero (Via dei Fori Imperiali), to the north by the Via Cavour, and to the east by the 
Via del Colosseo and Via del Cardello (Via degli Annibaldi), an area slated for demolition in the 
1931 Piano Regolatore.  A small rectangular spur of land, adjacent to the medieval Torre dei 
Conti, was also included and was to be linked to the main body of the Palazzo by a gateway 
spanning Via Cavour, which would “create a visual limit to the monumental area consisting of 
the Via dell’Impero together with the vestiges of the Imperial Fora.”  The announcement also 
contained a site plan, prepared by Marcello Piacentini, which indicated in dashed outline the area 
to be built upon, the outlines of buildings to be demolished to make way for the new structure, as 
well as the Basilica of Maxentius and the nearest arc of the Colosseum (fig 1.9).49   
The Palazzo was to contain not only the offices of the PNF and its subsidiary 
organizations50 but also salone d’onore for Mussolini, a Sacrario honoring the fallen heroes of 
                                                 
48 The makeup of the jury was met with skepticism almost immediately. 
 
49 See below, Chapter 3, for more on the site. 
 
50 The Norme particolare del concorso list in exhaustive detail the required spaces and offices (see 
Appendix). The 540 rooms in the complex were divided between the Palazzo Littorio proper (460 rooms) and the 
MRF (80 rooms). In addition to the Duce’s quarters, the Palazzo was to house offices for the Secretary, Vice 
Secretary, and other high functionaries of the PNF. From this pinnacle of the hierarchical organization of the state 
were arrayed the subsidiary entities unified under the jurisdiction of the PNF: the Associazione Famiglie Caduti 
Fascisti (Association of the Families of Fallen Fascists), the Gruppi Universitari Fascisti (Fascist University 
Groups), the Fasci Giovanili di Combattimento (Youth Combat Groups), the CONI (Comitato Olimpico Nazionale 
Italiano—National Olympic Committee) with associated palestra and changing rooms, the OND (Opera Nazionale 
Dopolavoro—National After-Work Organization), UNUCI (Unione Nazionale Ufficiali in Congedo d’Italia—
National Association of Ex-Officers), and the Lega Navale (Navy League). The MRF would be vastly expanded 
from its original iteration, a sacred entity independent of the offices and other sectors of the building, organized 
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the Fascist revolution, three large assembly halls, a podium for speeches—an arengario—and a 
tribune facing onto the Via dell’Impero from which to view parades.  Importantly, it was also to 
be the home of the Mostra della rivoluzione fascista, which would become the quasi-sacral 
annex to the Party offices.  Just as this exhibition was to celebrate the achievements of the first 
decade of Fascist rule, the Palazzo was to be the figuration of Fascism and the Mussolinian 
epoch.  In effect, the center of Fascist and imperial space would shift from Piazza Venezia where 
Mussolini had his offices, to the new caput mundi on Via dell’Impero.51  The immense size of 
the Palazzo was intended to convey Fascist Rome’s revival of antiquity and the intention of the 
regime to surpass the classical past.  
The articles of the brief made clear a number of other requirements: the Palazzo should 
be set back 25 meters from the edge of the Via dell’Impero so as not to obstruct the view of the 
Colosseum from Piazza Venezia, and to allow for a raised area to accommodate the gathering of 
large crowds on “solemn occasions”; the Palazzo’s height was not to exceed the Basilica of 
Maxentius, with the exception of accessory structures that the competitor deemed appropriate for 
“aesthetic reasons”; the design, color and materials were to harmonize with the surrounding 
ancient monuments; the building was to make use of the “most modern constructive techniques,” 
and the plan was to be functional.  Athough the issue of style was one of the central aesthetic and 
ideological questions the competition was understood to address, no aesthetic prescriptions were 
made other than, in article five, that the building reflect “the greatness and power that Fascism 
has impressed upon the renewal of national life, continuing the tradition of Rome” and that the 
                                                                                                                                                             
around the core of the Sacrario dei Caduti Fascisti that would accommodate religious functions including the 
celebration of Mass.    
 
51 Tim Benton, “Rome Reclaims Its Empire,” in Art and Power: Europe Under the Dictators 1930-45, 
comp. Dawn Ades et al. (London: Hayward Gallery; Thames and Hudson, 1995), 123. 
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“Great Building must be worthy of transmitting to posterity, in its everlasting and universal 
character, the Mussolinian era.”   
Articles seven to fourteen described the submission requirements and the prizes to be 
awarded—50,000 lire for first place, 25,000 lire for second place, 15,000 lire for third—and 
included the prescient proviso that if the committee “cannot determine a project to be decisively 
preeminent over the others, while finding notable quality in a certain number of the projects” it 
would organize a second competition.52  The submissions were to be sent to the PNF offices on 
Corso Vittorio Emanuele by 15 April 1934.53  Notably, the execution of the winning project 
would be under the direction of a special commission appointed by the PNF who would have 
artistic, technical and administrative control.  In this way, the Party would have the determining 
power over the eventual form of the building.  The lack of formal guidance, which we may take 
as an intentional omission to spur invention, certainly taxed all the architects, especially since 
they must have understood that the regime saw itself as embodying revolutionary dynamism and 
Roman tradition.  Although it is true that the unwillingness to support a particular style over 
another was a hallmark of Fascism’s “aesthetic pluralism,” it was also a politically expedient 
means of avoiding internecine struggles while proclaiming the country’s artistic vigor.  But 
whatever the formal ambiguities, article five made it clear that the building would need to be 
monumental, sympathetic to its surroundings, yet dominant enough to proclaim the permanent 
preeminence of Fascism.  
                                                 
52 50,000 lire was a typical prize for a major competition. For example, the same amount was awarded to 
the victor of the Florence railway station competition in 1933.  
 
53 Those residing outside Rome were given ten days’ grace. The PNF offices at that time, housing the 
Segretario and Direttorio, were in Palazzo Vidoni, renamed the Palazzo Littorio, at the intersection of Corso 
Vittorio Emanuele and Via di Torre Argentina, on the western edge of Foro (Largo) Argentina. The submission date 
was twice postponed, first to 15 June, and finally to 31 July. See “Bando del Concorso,” in “Concorso per il Palazzo 





The symbolic implications of this juxtaposition of classical and Fascist monuments were 
obvious enough, but how these goals should be met formally was a more complicated problem. 
The competition attracted entries from many of the most prominent Italian architects of the 
period, the range of their designs epitomizing the contest between the two principal styles of 
architecture in Italy during the thirties—Rationalism (the Italian iteration of Modernism) and 
traditionalism.  The Palazzo del Littorio competition is particularly important in this regard since 
the question of what style of architecture was most appropriate to represent the regime was in the 
balance in the early 1930s, as was the relative status of modernism and academic tradition within 
the profession.  The competition took place at a time when both a modernist aesthetic and 
tradition oscillated between acceptance and censure in a struggle to be the dominant style of the 
professional establishment.   
The problem faced by the architects was twofold: on the one hand they had to come up 
with a solution that would embody Fascism, that would symbolize it to Italy and the wider 
world; on the other hand, the architects had to examine how to operate successfully in an area so 
heavily burdened with the weight of history.  How would they negotiate the relationship between 
the past and the present?  How would they reconcile the seemingly paradoxical needs of a 
political ideology that demanded to be rooted both in the myth of Rome and in the modern 
world?  It was understood from the outset that the competition was meant to settle the question 
of what a Fascist architecture would be.  As the compiler of a volume collecting seventy one of 
the projects wrote, “Nobody doubts—and this conviction will become ever more certain—that 
this competition is the most significant and important artistic fact of the Fascist era.”54  In this 
                                                 
 
54 “. . . Nessuno dubiti—e questa convinzione diverrà certezza sempre maggiore—che questo concorso sia 
il fatto artistico più significativo e importante della nostra epoca fascista.” F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile 
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regard the Palazzo Littorio competition functioned as a national catalyst and benchmark of 
architectural practice, just as the renowned competitions for the Chicago Tribune Tower (1922), 
the League of Nations in Geneva (1927), and the Moscow Palace of the Soviets (1931) did on an 
international level.  These competitions too have been regarded by historians as loci of 
encounters between the avant-garde and the academic tradition.55   
The great import of the competition as a barometer and benchmark in Italian architecture 
was immediately noted by Giuseppe Pagano, an architect, critic, and Rationalist pulpiteer, in the 
architecture journal Casabella, which he edited.  He initially welcomed the competition as a 
forum that would once and for all clarify the government’s position vis-à-vis style.56  In January 
1934, he wrote: “The competition for the Palazzo del Littorio will be the defining event of 1934 
in the world of Italian architecture.”57  Noting that the competition had a significance beyond the 
sphere of architecture given the building’s location and its political import, the selected architect 
would have a moral and civic responsibility since the building would signify the Mussolinian era 
over the course of centuries.  Anticipating that the competition would act as a watershed, 
separating out the main stylistic tendencies in Italian architecture, he continued: 
It will be a great struggle.  Once again two worlds will be up against each other: on one 
side a static world, in love with formalism and bombast, which defines itself as the 
defender of romanità, of the supreme laws of the spirit and of the Italic tradition, and on 
the other the world of progress and life which will draw health from the raw and eternal 
purity of simple things and which will try to express the ideal of Italian modernity by 
                                                                                                                                                             
littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Milan: S. 
A. Arti Grafiche Bertarelli, 1936), vii.  
 
55 For a revealing assessment of the history of architectural competitions in Europe, see Barry Bergdoll, 
“Competing in the Academy and the Marketplace: European Architecture Competitions 1401-1927,” in The 
Experimental Tradition, ed. Hélène Lipstadt (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1989), 21-51.  
 
56 Giuseppe Pagano, “Per il Palazzo del Littorio, l’opinione di ‘Casabella,’” Casabella,  no.73 (1934): 6. 
 
57 “Il concorso per il palazzo del Littorio sarà l’avvenimento tipico del 1934 nel mondo dell’architettura 




means of the proportions and rhythms of today without recourse to the dimensions of the 
dinosaurs, the rhetoric of the Spanish baroque or the formulae of Vitruvius.58 
   
 
“Architettura. Arte di Stato”: In Search of a Rationalist, Fascist Architecture 
Partisan proponents of the predominant stylistic tendencies in Italian architecture—from 
the Accademici (traditionalists), the Novecento group, and the Rationalists—competed to have 
their style crowned as the representative architecture of the Fascist revolution.  On the side of the 
Rationalists, the question of which style of architecture should be the architecture of the state had 
been put most forcefully in a series of writings by Pietro Maria Bardi, the first of which, entitled 
“Architettura. Arte di stato,” (“Architecture, A State Art”) appeared in the Milanese newspaper 
of the so-called Fascist left,  L’Ambrosiano, on 30 January 1931.  This was followed on 13 
February by his Petizione a Mussolini per l’architettura, which was subsequently expanded and 
published as a book at the end of March under the title Rapporto sull’architettura (per 
Mussolini).59  Bardi was a gallery owner, journalist, and critic who was a leading polemicist of 
the Movimento italiano per l’architettura razionale (MIAR, Italian Movement for Rationalist 
Architecture), an organization of stylistically progressive architects that was formed following 
the first Esposizione italiana di architettura razionale (Italian Exhibition of Rational 
                                                 
58 “La lotta sarà grande. Due mondi si urteranno ancora una volta: quello statico, innamorato della forma e 
dell’ampollosità, che si autodefinisce come difensore della romanità, delle leggi supreme dello spirito e della 
tradizione italica, e quello progressivo e vivo che trarrà salute dalla rude ed eterna purezza delle cose semplici e che 
cercherà di esprimere l’ideale dell’italiano moderno attraverso misure e cadenze di oggi senza ricorrere alle 
dimensioni dei dinosauri, alla rettorica spagnolesca o alle equazioni di Vitruvio.” Pagano, “Per il Palazzo del 
Littorio, l’opinione di ‘Casabella,’” 6.  I have modified slightly the translation of this passage in Benton, “Rome 
Reclaims Its Empire,” 123. 
 
59 Pietro Maria Bardi, Rapporto sull’architettura (per Mussolini) (Rome: Edizioni di Critica Fascista, 
1931). See Maria Grazia Messina, “L’orma fermata nella pietra. Il concorso per il palazzo del Littorio del 1934,” in 
Il teatro del potere: Scenari e rappresentazione del politico fra Otto e Novecento, ed. Sergio Bertelli (Rome: 
Carocci, 2000), 121; Francesco Tentori, P. M. Bardi: Con le cronache artistiche de ‘L’Ambrosiano’ 1930-33 
(Milan: Mazzotta, 1990).  
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Architecture) in 1928.60  In one of their communiqués, MIAR described themselves as “[A] new 
cultural and propaganda organization, adhering to the Syndicate, . . . [that] proposes to support 
and extend developments in the new architectonic tendencies . . . .”61  The Rapporto was 
published to coincide with the opening on 27 March of the second Exhibition of Rationalist 
Architecture held at Bardi’s Galleria d’Arte in Palazzo Coppedè on Via Veneto  in Rome.62  The 
book’s epigraph was a lapidary quote from Mussolini (which was also displayed in the 
exhibition): “We must create a new patrimony to set beside the ancient, we must create an art of 
our times, a Fascist art.”63  In his overtly polemical tract, Bardi forcefully argued that only the 
dynamism of Rationalism was suited to represent the revolutionary era that Fascism had ushered 
in, and that it should be the style of establishment culture.  Fascism was engaged in a “race for 
supremacy in the world,”64 and in order for Italy’s architecture to be preeminent it needed to be 
controlled by the state, under an organization that would provide “an indication of the general 
ideas of urban and moral preferences of Fascist Italy.”65  In short, the state should supervise and 
                                                 
 
60 See Dennis P. Doordan, Building Modern Italy: Italian Architecture 1914-1936 (New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 1988), 75-94. 
 
61 M.I.A.R., “Communiqué No. 1,” (December 1930), in Michele Cennamo, Materiali per l’analisi 
dell’architettura moderna: Il MIAR (Naples: Società Editrice Napoletana, 1976), 91-92. Quoted and translated in 
Doordan, Building Modern Italy, 75. 
 
62 The exhibit subsequently traveled to Milan’s Palazzo della Permanente in July that year. 
 
63 “Noi dobbiamo creare un nuovo patrimonio da porre accanto a quello antico, dobbiamo crearci un’arte 
dei nostri tempi, un’arte fascista.” Bardi, Rapporto, [4]. Doordan notes this quote was displayed on “a large placard 
installed in the vestibule of the Galleria d’Arte di Roma.” Doordan, Building Modern Italy, 80. The Manifesto per 
l’architettura razionale listed Mussolini’s desire for a new art as its first point. Luciano Patetta, L’architettura in 
Italia, 1919-1943: Le polemiche (Milan: Clup, 1972), 192. 
 
64 “Il Fascismo è ingaggiato in una gara di primato nel mondo . . . .” Bardi, Rapporto, 80. 
 
65 Control of the cultural sphere followed briskly on the heels of the Fascist seizure of power. The National 
Fascist Institute of Culture was founded in 1925 to create a national consensus based on Fascist values. This search 
for a national Fascist culture was proposed by the philosopher Giovanni Gentile, who said that all that is spiritual 
must be “within the larger, spiritual sphere of the State.” Giovanni Gentile, Fascismo e cultura (Milan: Treves, 
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intervene in order to leave room for the “new consciousness of Italian art” and so free it from the 
regressive influence of Liberal-bourgeois tradition: 
We declare that the State has an interest in controlling the delicate question of 
architecture according to dictatorial and unifying criteria, for determining a general 
character of building programs . . . .  He who proposes this does not ask for a State 
architect, but for a State that establishes definite and binding norms regarding 
architecture . . . .66 
 
In allowing the status quo to endure, Bardi wrote, the regime and the press were in fact 
supporting “a band of copyists,” who were unable to create an architecture that truly reflected the 
modern conditions of life. The Rapporto was filled with contemptuous and scornful vitriol 
directed against this group of “parasites”:  “We see one of the most salutary solutions to the 
problem of Italian art in the systematic elimination of academic and scholastic parasites, and in 
the strict prohibition of the mock antique, as one prohibits cocaine.”67 The Manifesto per 
l’architettura razionale, that was handed to Mussolini at the inauguration of the MIAR 
exhibition, adopted a similarly baleful tone in its third and fourth propositions:  
3) We affirm that Fascism is equal to Fascism and that by rehashing and brooding over 
styles the old architects are turning Italy into a museum of itself and are thus depriving 
Fascism of its own architectural imprint. 
 4) The architecture of Mussolini’s time must respond to the Revolution’s qualities of 
masculinity, strength, and pride.  The old architects are emblems of an impotence that 
does not suit us.68 
                                                                                                                                                             
1928), 173. In 1926 the Italian Royal Academy was brought under state control. See Ellen Ruth Shapiro, “Building 
under Mussolini” (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1986), 27-51.  
 
66 “Diremo che lo Stato ha tutto l’interesse di controllare la delicata quistione [sic] dell’architettura, 
secondo un criterio dittatoriale, ed unificatore, per assegnare un carattere generale di massima a tutte le imprese 
edilizie . . . . Chi propugna questo concetto non pretende uno Stato architetto, ma per lo meno uno Stato che detta 
determinate ed inderogabili norme in fatto d’architettura . . . .” Bardi, Rapporto, 83. 
 
67 “Noi scorgiamo una delle più salutari soluzioni del problema dell’arte italiana nella sistematica 
eliminazione dei parassiti accademici e scolastici, e nella formale proibizione del finto antico, come si proibisce la 
cocaina.” Ibid., 84.  
 
68 “(3) Affermiamo che fascismo è eguale a fascismo e che i vecchi architetti rimasticando e rimuginando 
gli stili trasformano l’Italia nel museo di se stessa e privano così il fascismo di una sua impronta architettonica. (4) 
L’Architettura del tempo di Mussolini deve rispondere al caratere di maschilità, di forza, di orgoglio della 
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Bardi’s “academic and scholastic” parasites were provocatively lampooned in his 
notorious collage called the Tavolo degli orrori (Panel of Horrors), which was featured 
prominently in the MIAR exhibition in Rome (fig. 1.10).  Bardi had been asked to provide a 
visual summation of the recent notable achievements in the field of architecture, but instead he 
concocted a calculated affront to the leading academic architects of the time—Piacentini, 
Giovannoni, Brasini, Bazzani, etc., (all of whom would sit on the Palazzo Littorio jury)—
juxtaposing their work with fashion illustrations from late nineteenth-century women’s 
magazines in a messy hodgepodge that purported to give the viewer a glimpse of the bourgeois 
and effete “mental paradise” of the “architetto culturalista,” a man “born perhaps in the shop of a 
junk dealer in antique prints, of an eclectic father and an accommodating mother.”69  The 
collage, taken together with the Rapporto, was a assault on conservative architects, their patrons, 
and the building commissions who, in their timidity, conspired to perpetuate the outdated 
architectural styles of the past.70 
The satirized traditionalists were all well known architects, but they did not uniformly 
ascribe to continuing the nineteenth-century eclecticism and neoclassicism that Bardi so 
despised.  Brasini worked in a muscular Baroque idiom, and Bazzani in an eclectic neo-
Renaissance style, but Piacentini, while capable of producing overwrought neo-traditionalist 
designs, worked in a variety of styles that fell somewhere between the pure classicism of 
Novecento and more functionalist Rationalism.  Piacentini in fact had learned that his work 
would be included in the Tavolo degli orrori and asked that it be removed in exchange for his 
                                                                                                                                                             
Rivoluzione. I vecchi architetti sono emblema di una impotenza che non ci va.” Manifesto per l’architettura 
razionale, reproduced in Patetta, L’architettura in Italia, 192. 
 
69 “Nacque, forse, nel botteghino di un rivendugliolo di stampe antiche, da padre eclettico e da madre 
accomodatutto.” “Spiegazione del Tavolo degli orrori” at the “Seconda Esposizione del MIAR a Roma nel 1931” 
reprinted in Patetta, L’Architettura in Italia, 191, and translated in Doordan, Building Modern Italy, 90. 
 
70 Doordan, Building Modern Italy, 79. 
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writing a favorable review of the exhibition.71  It was not, and the response from the Fascist 
Syndicate of Architects, under whose aegis the exhibition had taken place, was swift and 
devastating.  The Syndicate withdrew its support; this effectively caused the dissolution of 
MIAR.  Alberto Calza Bini, the National Secretary of the Syndicate,  in explaining why the 
exhibition was not covered in Architettura, lamented  “the unfortunate episode,” an example of 
“youthful intemperance,” and went on:   
what should have been a worthy artistic event, a calm assertion of intentions 
expressing a sincere desire for renewal, instead degenerated into an improper and 
unbecoming display of forms and personal antagonisms when the organizers got 
carried away and neglected even the most basic standards of hierarchical respect 
and syndical discipline . . . .72  
 
Shortly before this pronouncement was made, the Syndicate had established the Raggrupamento 
architetti moderni italiani (RAMI, Assembly of Modern Italian Architects) as an alternative to 
MIAR.  It was intended to restore order to the Syndicate, and to be a home to those architects of 
the modernist persuasion, but one more willing to bow to the dictates of the governing body.    
For all Bardi’s attempts to ingratiate himself with Mussolini, and the Rationalists’ 
repeated calls for his support against conservatives’ attacks, the Duce remained aloof from the 
bickering taking place within the architecture syndicate.73  Although Mussolini made no 
categorical statements regarding which style of architecture would be the architecture of the state 
at this moment, in the period between the second Exhibition of Rationalist Architecture in March 
                                                 
 
71 Ibid., 91. 
 
72 “Ma poiché quello che doveva essere nobile avvenimento d’arte, serena affermazione di tendenze, 
sincera volontà di risanamento, ha degenerato invece in una incomposta manifestazione che con forma e 
personalismi tutt’altro che corretti e giustificati ha trascinato gli organizzatori alla dimenticanza delle più elementari 
norme del rispetto gerarchico e della disciplina sindicale . . . .” “Comunicato ufficiale di deplorazione del MIAR e 
della Seconda Mostra italiana di Architettura razionale,” 9 May 1931, reprinted in Patetta, L’Architettura in Italia, 
201. 
 
73 Doordan, Building Modern Italy, 92-94. 
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1931 and the call for entries for the Palazzo Littorio in late December 1933, modernist partisans 
had cause to hope that Rationalism might yet become the style of the professional establishment.  
The proponents of modernism believed that the fight between modernism and traditionalism, 
between a daring avant-garde and a rearward looking traditionalism, had already been decided in 
their favor.   
Indeed, the dismay of the traditionalists was fed by the results of several recent strongly 
contested national competitions, in which Rationalist designs had been given the state-sanctioned 
imprimatur of respectability and legitimacy through their success.  In addition to the strikingly 
modernistic rhetoric of the 1932 MRF out of which the idea for the Palazzo Littorio would 
spring, the competitions for the train station in Florence (1932-33), for the town of Sabaudia 
(1932), the second of the città nuove (new towns) to be built in the newly reclaimed area of the 
Pontine Marshes, and for four new post offices in Rome (1933), had each resulted in modernist 
victories in the face of vociferous opposition from traditionalists and were regarded as tangible 
signs of Rationalism’s rising fortunes.  The broad and acrimonious debate surrounding the 
selection of the winning design for Santa Maria Novella station in Florence is notable here 
because it drew the ideological lines in the sand that would be tested again during the long 
incubation of the Palazzo Littorio contest.74  Essentially, discussion and debate revolved around 
                                                 
 
74 For detailed accounts of the competition for the Florence train station, see: Alfredo Forti, Angiolo 
Mazzoni: Architetto fra fascismo e libertà (Florence: Edam, 1978); Carlo Severati, “Cronaca di Santa Maria Novella 
in margine al concorso per il fabbricato viaggiatori della Stazione di Firenze,” L’Architettura cronache e storia 19, 
no. 1 (1973): 54-64 (this contains a useful catalogue of contemporary newspaper and journal articles on the 
competition); Nicolo De Luigi, “Il concorso e la polemica per la Stazione di Firenze (un episodio di storia italiana),” 
La Casa 6 (1959): 230-45; Carlo Cresti, Architettura e fascismo (Florence: Vallecchi, 1986), 271-85; and Michele 
Capobianco, La nuova stazione di Firenze: Storia di un progetto (Turin: Testo & Immagine, 2001).  Period 
newspaper accounts of the competition are collected in Francesco Bandini, ed., La Stazione di S. Maria Novella 
(1932-1935): Italo Gamberini e il “Gruppo Toscano” (Florence: Alinea, 1987). 
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the propriety of erecting a new building on a hallowed site near the historic center of Florence, 
and determining which style of contemporary architecture was most fitting.75   
The building of railways, post offices and ports was one of the most emblematic of 
programs undertaken by the regime in its attempt to modernize the nation’s communication and 
transportation apparatus and knit the peninsula into a cohesive whole.  It was part of a much 
larger program of public works that had been initiated after 1922 to improve Italy’s infrastructure 
and assert the competency and preeminence of Fascism.  In 1930 the Ministry of 
Communications commissioned the State Railways’ in-house architect, Angiolo Mazzoni,76 to 
design a new station in Florence on a large piazza behind the fifteenth-century church of Santa 
Maria Novella, a building renowned for its façade by Leon Battista Alberti.  Given the 
historically sensitive nature of the site, Mazzoni was directed to design an “architecturally 
inoffensive” solution.77  The academic project proposed by Mazzoni featured a monumental 
arcaded portico and a clock tower with campanile, a design which was praised in the Florentine 
daily newspaper La Nazione as “grand and worthy of Florence” (fig. 1.11).78  Although the 
project was approved by local government officials such as Ugo Ojetti (in his capacity as 
                                                 
 
75 Diane Ghirardo, Italy (London: Reaktion Books, 2013), 208.  
 
76 Angiolo Mazzoni (1894-1979) was an eclectic, not to say opportunistic, architect who worked in idioms 
ranging from neo-classical to constructivist. Among his better known works as a functionary of the Ministry of 
Communications are his post offices in Littoria, Sabaudia, Ostia Lido, and Palermo; railway stations at Siena, 
Trento, Montecatini Termi, Messina, and Roma Termini; and the Colonia Marina Rosa Maltoni Mussolini in 
Calambrone, one of a number of Colonie built by the regime to promote health and ideological consensus among the 
young. This last made use of a dynamic spiral staircase around the Colonia’s cylindrical water tower, a gesture 
Mazzoni had first deployed at Florence station. See Angiolo Mazzoni (1894-1979): Architetto nell’Italia tra le due 
guerre, exh. cat.  (Bologna: Grafis Edizioni, 1984); Forti, Angiolo Mazzoni: Architetto fra fascismo e libertà; and M. 
Cozzi, E. Godoli, and P. Pettenella, eds., Angiolo Mazzoni (1894-1979): Architetto ingegnere del ministero delle 
comunicazioni (Milan: Skira, 2003). 
 
77 Doordan, Building Modern Italy, 103.  
 
78 “. . . Grandiosa e degna di Firenze.” Cipriano Giachetti, “La stazione ferroviaria di Santa Maria Novella 
sarà ricostruita grandiosa e degna di Firenze,” La Nazione, 20 February 1932. This front page article appeared under 
the headline “Fascismo creatore e rinnovatore.”  
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Presidente della Commissione Provinciale per i Monumenti di Firenze),79 who thought it 
harmonized well with its context, there were those, such as Bardi and the sculptor Romano 
Romanelli, who argued for a functionalist structure that would correspond to the exigencies of 
modern life.80  In addition to what they saw as a poor correspondence between form and 
function, they both judged Mazzoni’s soaring clock tower to be a presumptuous analog to Santa 
Maria Novella’s campanile.  After much inconclusive debate among architects, critics, and 
members of the public, all of it eagerly reported in the daily press, Costanzo Ciano, the Minister 
of Transport, broke the impasse by calling a national competition for the “fabbricato viaggiatori” 
(passenger building) in July 1932.  The decision to request proposals for the façade of the 
building rather than the station as a whole—Mazzoni’s plan was largely retained—made clear 
                                                 
 
79 Ugo Ojetti (1871-1947) was one of the leading cultural critics in Italy in the interwar years. A Roman by 
birth, he took a degree in law in 1894 but became famous for his writing, art criticism, and journalism. He worked 
for La Tribuna, Il Giornale d’Italia, and La Nuova Antologia before being made the art critic of Il Corriere della 
Sera in 1908. On the strength of his work as a critic he was appointed to a number of official commissions, 
including the Consiglio Superiore di Antichità e Belle Arti (1912) of which he would later become the president. In 
1914 he moved to Florence and, being vociferously interventionist and anti-German, fought in the war, during which 
he was charged with the protection of cultural heritage in the Veneto. He founded and directed three important 
reviews, Dedalo (1920-33), Pegaso (1929-33), and Pan (1933-35) which together advocated the renewal of Italian 
art on the basis of tradition. His views were given force through his broad reach and his position as chairman of the 
committee appointed by the Ministry of Education to reform art instruction and reinvigorate the academies of fine 
arts. In 1925 he signed the Manifesto of Fascist Intellectuals. Between March 1926 and December 1927 he served as 
the interim director of Il Corriere della Sera following the political purge of the defiantly liberal editor Luigi 
Albertini. In 1930 he was appointed to the Accademia d’Italia. Throughout the Fascist period he remained an 
archconservative in matters of taste, preferring unalloyed classicism as the architecture of the state. In terms of 
architecture he is most famous for his opposition to Marcello Piacentini’s championing of moderate Rationalist 
designs for the Santa Maria Novella station in Florence and the Città Universitaria in Rome, for which he earned the 
nickname “His Excellency arches and columns.” Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, s.v. “Ojetti, Ugo”; Marta 
Nezzo, Ritratto bibliografico di Ugo Ojetti (Pisa: Scuola Normale Superiore, 2002).  
 
80 Romano Romanelli, “La Stazione ferroviaria di Santa Maria Novella,” La Nazione, 11 June 1932, and 
“Monumento o stazione ferroviaria?” La Nazione, 29 June 1932. Reproduced in Bandini, La Stazione di S. Maria 
Novella, 9-11. In the second article, Romanelli wrote: “Gli appunti che ho mosso alle parti esteriori della stazione 
non sono poi tali da poter costituire una preoccupazione grave ed uno spreco di denaro o di tempo, nè una critica 
totale all’opera dell’architetto la quale specie nel suo interno sarà certamente corrispondente alle necessità nostre, e 
che possiede anche diversi pregi; trattandosi soltanto, poichè si è sulla via giusta del razionalismo, di percorrerla 
ancora un poco e di apportare quelle modifiche al progetto che lo rendano ancora più semplice e meno monumentale 
possibile, ma specialmente che conferiscano alla figurazione architettonica esteriore la idea della funzione che è 
chiamata a sostenere o una geniale invenzione e in ogni caso non inutili o dannosi suggerimenti o ricordi od apporti 




that the disagreements aired in the press had been over matters of style rather than functional 
substance.81 
The jury convened by Ciano was headed by Piacentini, and in addition to the 
functionaries of the State Railways, Cesare Oddone and Camillo Cardini, included Ojetti and the 
academic architects Cesare Bazzani and Armando Brasini, who were counterbalanced by 
Romanelli and Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, both sympathetic to the avant-garde.  As would be 
the case with the Palazzo Littorio competition, the competitors were not constrained to follow a 
particular style, but were free to “adopt whatever forms and alignments the competitors believe 
to be appropriate . . . .”82  Although the membership of the jury seemed to favor the selection of a 
classicizing solution, they awarded first prize to the project by the Gruppo Toscano, a team of 
young Rationalists led by Giovanni Michelucci.83  Their project was for a long, low horizontal 
block with cantilevered canopies that open to the piazza (fig. 1.12).  The horizontality, 
emphasized by prominent string courses on the blank façade, is broken at one end by three 
fasces, and on the other by the porte-cochère, an arresting river of steel and glass that continues 
                                                 
 
81 It has been suggested that the relatively small construction budget and the mere three months given the 
competitors to prepare their schemes militated against a radical reworking of the organization and the development 
of a grandiose project. On this point, see Giovanni Klaus Koenig, Architettura in Toscana 1931-1968 (Turin: ERI – 
Edizioni Rai Radiotelevisione Italiana, 1968), 22. In addition, work had already been started on some of the 
ancillary elements of the station, to Mazzoni’s designs. Pagano, who himself entered the competition, complained 
that the limited information provided in the regulations virtually guaranteed that stylistic solutions would dominate 
at the expense of thoroughly worked out projects. He wrote: “il bando era privo di molti dati essenziali per una 
elaborazione ben fondata (mancanza gravissima delle quote di livello, indicazioni incomplete dei locali necessari 
limitati al solo piano terreno, informazioni insufficiente sui fabbricati limitrofi e sulle esigenze reali del traffico e del 
servizio). Queste notizie poteva averle esatte soltanto un funzionario concorrente o, in via molto approssimata, chi 
fosse residente a Firenze.” Giuseppe Pagano, “La nuova stazione di Firenze,” Casabella, no. 63 (1933): 3. Many of 
Pagano’s essays are collected in Cesare De Seta, ed., Giuseppe Pagano: Architettura e città durante il fascismo 
(Rome: Laterza, 1990). 
 
82 “. . . Entro il quale perimetro potrà assumere la forma e gli allineamenti che il concorrente crederà di 
adottare.” “Bando di Concorso,” La Nazione, 25 August 1932. Reprinted in Bandini, La Stazione di S. Maria 
Novella, 16-17.   
 
83 In addition to Michelucci, the group included Pier Nicolo Berardi, Nello Baroni, Baldassare Guarnieri, 
Leonardo Lusanna and Italo Gamberini. The scheme derived substantially from Gamberini’s thesis project for a 
station opposite Santa Maria Novella.  
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up and over the main ticket and departure hall.  The steel brilliantly evokes the parallel lines of 
the train tracks, while the glass echoes the stained glass windows of the adjacent church.  The 
jury praised it for “its forthright modernity, [that] has particular qualities of sobriety and 
harmony”; it met the technical requirements while being in keeping with—and not upstaging—
its surroundings.84  Although the design proposed a reinforced concrete frame, it was to be faced 
externally with pietra forte, a local stone that had been used in the apse of Santa Maria 
Novella.85  The richly colored marbles, the “cascade of glass,” and the broad horizontal sweep of 
the façade acted in counterpoint to the vertical thrust of the church.  A photomontage of the 
project shows the building viewed from the Piazza della Unità Italiana, dwarfed by the apse of 
Santa Maria Novella in the foreground (fig. 1.13).  The visual reticence evident in this device, 
which so reduced the scale and dimensions of the project, powerfully asserted the architects’ 
desire to harmonize the building with its site.     
Although a majority of the jury had voted in favor of accepting the Gruppo Toscano 
project, two members, Oddone and Ojetti, were against it.  Ojetti complained that the building’s 
modernism was not suitable for its location.  Because the station would rise only “a stone’s 
throw away from illustrious monuments that make up the character of the city . . . it must be 
simple and practical, and must not violently contrast with it.”86  Once the decision had been 
                                                 
 
84 “. . . Sua schietta modernità, dimostra particolari doti di sobrietà ed armonia.” “Concorso per il progetto 
del Nuovo Fabbricato Viaggiatori della stazione di S. Maria Novella. Relazione a S. E. l’On. Costanzo Ciano Conte 
di Cortellazzo, Ministro delle Comunicazioni, Roma,” 14 March 1933. Reprinted in Severati, “Cronaca,” 61. 
Though generally pleased with the design, the jury awarded first prize to the Gruppo Toscano on the condition that 
they modified their design to better integrate the station with its environs.   
 
85 Given that Mazzoni also made use of pietra forte, a reason given by the design’s supporters to explain its 
contextualism, it is clear that matters of taste and stylistic sympathies were or more import than the choice of 
building material. 
 
86 “Voterei volentieri con i colleghi il progetto del Gruppo toscano se la stazione non dovesse sorgere nel 
cuore di Firenze, a brevissima distanza da monumenti insigni che formano il carattere della città e al quale carattere 
la nuova stazione, anche semplice e pratica come deve essere, non deve così violentemente contraddire.” “Concorso 
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made, the debates over the merits of the winning design that had been papered over in the jury’s 
report began to be aired publicly, focusing on the italianità of modern architecture and, more 
specifically, the fiorentinità of Gruppo Toscano’s project.  Ojetti, whose early objections focused 
on the unsuitability of the design for this location, criticized it for being un-Italian, more like a 
German factory, a lowly and functional building rather than a dignified work of “architecture.”87  
Brasini, Bazzani, and Romanelli, even though they had voted for the design, also had their 
misgivings.  Brasini, in a letter to the editor of Il Giornale d’Italia, reasoned that in selecting the 
project he “thought that its straightforward industrial quality would offend Florence less than the 
selection of an alternative project whose stylistic compromises would have been a sorry gift to 
Florence.”88  Romanelli explained that the Gruppo Toscano project had won conditionally, and 
that he and Bazzani had argued in jury meetings that it needed to be amended to be more in 
keeping with “fiorentinità,” a nebulous notion having to do with those ineffable qualities that 
expressed the Florentine spirit.89  But others, such as Pagano and Bardi, launched an 
impassioned defense of the project as a prime example of Rationalist architecture, relying on the 
familiar reasoning that it was the symbol of the vigorous spirit of the new Fascist society—a 
                                                                                                                                                             
per il progetto del Nuovo Fabbricato Viaggiatori della stazione di S. Maria Novella. Relazione a S. E. l’On. 
Costanzo Ciano Conte di Cortellazzo, Ministro delle Comunicazioni, Roma,” 14 March 1933. Reprinted in Severati, 
“Cronaca,” 61. 
 
87 Ugo Ojetti, “Il Concorso per la Stazione di Firenze,” La Nazione, 9 March 1933. Reprinted in Bandini, 
La Stazione di S. Maria Novella, 47-48. See also his essay published originally in Il Corriere della Sera, 10 March 
1933, and reprinted in Ugo Ojetti, Ottocento, Novecento, e Via Dicendo (Milan: Mondadori, 1936), 273-80. 
 
88 “. . . Ho pensato che esso offendesse meno Firenze, per la sua sola qualità di edilizia industriale, che se si 
fosse scelto un altro progetto che, per il suo compromesso stilistico, avesse fatto un brutto regalo a Firenze.” 
Armando Brasini, “Per la Nuova Stazione di Firenze,” Il Giornale d’Italia, 9 March 1933. Quoted in Schapiro, 
“Building Under Mussolini,” 134. La Nazione published the letter a day earlier on 8 March 1933 under the title 
“L’intervento di S. E. Brasini nella polemica della Stazione di Firenze.” Bandini, La Stazione di S. Maria Novella, 
44.    
 
89 Cessare Bazzani, “L’Accademico Romanelli e le decisioni della giuria nel concorso per la stazione. 
Concetti che ispirarono il voto della maggioranza,” La Nazione, 8 March 1933. Reprinted in Bandini, La Stazione di 
S. Maria Novella, 45-46.   
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revolutionary architecture for a revolutionary political system.90  Pier Luigi Nervi, whose Stadio 
comunale “Giovanni Berta” had recently been completed in Florence, recommended improved 
regulations for future competitions while praising the winning design,91 and others followed, 
describing the station as being “lyrically modern” while having “the cubic, rectilinear, and virile 
character of the great Italian tradition.”92  It was left to Piacentini to mediate between the two 
extremes, arguing that in its graceful combination of technical modernity and contextual 
sensitivity, the project represented “the advent of a new modern and Italian architecture,” and 
would soon be an accomplished fact.93  This was a typical decision of Piacentini who, in arguing 
for a restrained modernism conditioned by the architectural traditions and climate of Italy, 
maneuvered himself into a singularly powerful position within the regime.  Politically and 
aesthetically astute, he would play a central and determining role in virtually all of the significant 
competitions held during the period.94  The final decision in favor of Gruppo Toscano was made 
in early May, 1933, after Mussolini, along with Ciano, had reviewed a model of the project and 
                                                 
 
90 Pirtro Maria Bardi, “La stazione di Firenze,” L’Ambrosiano, 16 March 1933. Reprinted in Bandini, La 
Stazione di S. Maria Novella, 61-62.   
 
91 Pier Luigi Nervi, “Parla l’autore dello Stadio ‘Berta.’ Il lato debole dei concorsi,” Il Bargello, March 
1933. Reprinted in Bandini, La Stazione di S. Maria Novella, 75.   
 
92 “. . . Ha il carattere cubico, rettilineo, virile della grande tradizione italiana.” Alberto Luchini, 
“Architettura razionale. Italia bella, moderna, italiana,” L’Universale, 10 March 1933. Reprinted in Bandini, La 
Stazione di S. Maria Novella, 49.   
 
93 “. . . L’avvento della nuovo architettura, moderna e italiana.” “Piacentini dice addio a Ojetti” La Tribuna, 
26 February 1933. Reprinted in Bandini, La Stazione di S. Maria Novella, 30-31. This was an attempt to draw to a 
close the seemingly endless debate in the press over the merits or demerits of the Gruppo Toscano’s design. Soon 
before the definitive decision was made, Piacentini, Marinetti, Romanelli, and Brasini, in an open letter to the editor 
of Il Giornale d’Italia, Virginio Gayda, wrote: “Noi, membri della Giuria per la nuova stazione di Firenze, 
nonostante l’ardente polemica e nonostante i giudizi pronunziati pro e contro il nostro verdetto, esprimiamo la ferma 
convinzione della superiorità del progetto del ‘Gruppo Toscano’ su tutti gli altri e la sua aderenza assoluta allo scopo 
cui l’edificio è destinato.” Attilio Podestà, “Il concorso per la stazione di Firenze. Nell’imminenza della decisione,” 
La Nazione, 29 April 1933. Reprinted in Bandini, La Stazione di S. Maria Novella, 81. On Piacentini’s mediating 
role, see Cresti, Architettura e fascismo, 276, 280.    
 
94 On this point, and the general corruption of the competition system, see Paolo Nicoloso, Gli architetti di 




given it his approval.95  This was one of many occasions when Mussolini acted decisively and 
definitively, often at the last moment, to affect the outcome of an architectural competition.   
The flames of the ideological fire sparked during the Florence station competition were 
again fanned with the publication of the Palazzo Littorio competition notice on 27 December 
1933.  This set the stage for another public and drawn out battle between representatives of the 
various architectural factions and their political supporters. The idea to hold a competition open 
to all Italian architects and engineers, rather than to a select few invited participants whose 
traditionalist credentials could be assured, led to a raucous debate in the Camera dei Deputati on 
26 May 1934, when the chamber discussed the conversion into law of a decree that made the 
Palazzo Littorio a “public utility,” and thus entitled to state funding.96  Alberto Calza Bini, 
secretary of the architects’ syndicate, Cipriano Efisio Oppo, secretary of the Art Quadrennial, 
and Antonio Maraini, secretary of the Venice Biennale, squared off against members of the 
Fascist right, such as Roberto Farinacci, an intransigent hierarch and member of the Fascist 
Grand Council who, with the result of the competition for Florence station fresh in his mind, 
railed against the idea of raising a modernist building in the ancient heart of Rome.97  To him, 
the competition heralded the consecration of modern architecture as the expression of the regime, 
that it had become the de facto “art of the state,” and that this represented the triumph of an un-
                                                 
 
95 See “La stazione ferroviaria di S. M. Novella. Il progetto del ‘Gruppo Toscano’ definitivamente 
approvato per l’esecuzione del nuovo edificio,” La Nazione, 20 May 1933, and Piero Domenichelli, “La stazione di 
Firenze - L’esecuzione definitivamente approvata sul progetto del Gruppo Toscano,” Il Giornale d’Italia, 11 June 
1933. Reprinted in Bandini, La Stazione di S. Maria Novella, 85, 87. Mussolini was supposedly swayed by 
Margherita Sarfatti, his sometime mistress and artistic counselor, who suggested that from the air the front of the 
station looked like a colossal fasces. See Koenig, Architettura in Toscana, 35. 
 
96 Royal decree-law 550, 8 March 1934, in Raccolta ufficiale delle leggi e dei decreti del Regno d’Italia, 
vol.  3, Anno 1934 (Rome: Istituto Polografico dello Stato, 1934), 2981. ACS, PNF, Direttorio Nazionale, Serie II, 
b. 1505. 1010287.   
 




Italian style indebted to transalpine modernism and Russian Constructivism, a style variously 
disparaged as “Bolshevik,” “Japanese,” or “Teutonic.”  A record of the parliamentary uproar was 
published by Giuseppe Pagano in Casabella, which I would like to quote at length given its 
unequalled evocation of the volatile atmosphere that surrounded questions of style at this 
moment of the Fascist ventennio: 
Having approved the minutes, discussion began of the conversion to law of the 
decree that declared the construction of the “Casa Littoria” in Rome to be a public utility.  
Hon. Calza Bini, in his capacity as head of the architects’ syndicate, took the floor to 
emphasize the importance of this provision. Addressing the competition for the 
construction of the Casa Littoria, he noted the excellence of the course of Italian art 
currently under way.  He discussed modern architectural trends, prompting heated 
comments and many interruptions. 
Giunta: We don’t want Florence station on Via dell’Impero. (Vigorous applause). 
Calza Bini: Young architects are returning to the study of the antique . . .98 
Voices: It is about time! (Applause). 
Farinacci: Modernism is finished!99 
Oppo: Italian intelligence is never finished! 
Farinacci: There is nothing Italian about modernism! It is borrowed! 
Giunta and Teruzzi: We have had enough of Sabaudia! 
A heated discussion then took place between Oppo and Farinacci and many other 
deputies chimed in.  When order was restored, Hon. Calza Bini protested against such 
preconceived hostility towards contemporary architecture . . . 
Teruzzi: We are looking at the reality: we are not against it because of 
preconceived ideas. 
Giunta: Florence station: think of it and be ashamed!! 
Calza Bini concluded his remarks amid a great din, declaring that the Casa 
Littoria will be worthy of the age of Mussolini.   
Hon. Giglioli follows on the archaeological aspect of the building of the Casa 
Littoria. 
The third speaker is Hon. Caffarelli, who cautions that the new building should 
not clash with the incomparable environment in which it will rise.  Free yourselves and 
free us from exotic elements and ensure that the building is inspired by a sense of Roman 
grandeur! (General enthusiastic applause). 
Hon. Maraini, speaking immediately afterwards, notes the building projects are 
coming to maturation at a time when Italian art, after decades of losing its way, is finding 
its proper path and regaining its own style thanks to Fascism. He trusts that the Casa 
                                                 
98 This and the following ellipses appear in the original text. 
  
99 Following Etlin, I have treated the word novecento and its variants as being synonymous with “modern.”  
For Etlin’s compelling and persuasive reasoning see, Modernism in Italian Architecture, 1890-1940 (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1991), 220-24 and 647 n. 110.  
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Littoria will be a Fascist creation and that the deeds of the Black Shirts will be exalted 
there. (Enthusiastic applause). 
Hon. Iti Bacci follows him to the stand, expressing the shared desire to see the 
House of Fascism rise in the heart of ancient Rome, adding that the building should not 
be German in style because such is far removed from, and contrary to, our sentiments. 
(Applause). We do not want a Bolshevik architecture! (Lively, general applause). No 
hybrid compromises and combinations of Bolshevik art and Japanese art: we want our 
own architecture . . . 
Voices: Roman! (Applause). 
Hon. Giunta now asks to speak.  The chamber applauds him enthusiastically.  He 
notes that the present discussion was long overdue from the point of view of both artists 
and observers.  Everyone agreed on the grandeur and soundness of this building.  But he 
would not want anyone to try to confuse the issue: the Casa Littoria as the House of 
Fascism is one thing; the architecture in which it will be set is quite another. We need to 
tread very carefully on Via dell’Impero because all Rome’s history and civilization is 
there. (Enthusiastic applause).  And it has to be said to everyone that the subject needs to 
be treated with the utmost seriousness.  Until now no-one has attempted to explain with 
an example . . . but it is necessary to caution that we do not intend to see one of those so-
called modernist monstrosities go up . . . (Enthusiastic cheers).  I agree with Farinacci in 
his writings against modernism and against the Milan Triennale . . . 
Farinacci: I have been called anti Fascist! 
Giunta: I was and I am in agreement with you!  And I protest against these 
Teutonic architectural trends and against these egalitarian style buildings. (Enthusiastic 
applause). To build the Casa Littoria well it is enough to look into our hearts.  
(Enthusiastic applause).  But the members of certain judging commissions . . . 
(Enthusiastic applause).  In certain cases a Party membership card means nothing.  We 
must not end up importing anything from other peoples who are too distant from us in 
spirit, origins, and traditions.   
Hon. Giunta concludes by reiterating that Via dell’Impero must not be made into 
Florence station! 
(Enthusiastic, general, sustained applause that starts up again and continues a 
long time when Hon. Giunta returns to his seat.)  The Chamber loudly calls for Hon. 
Oppo to speak, but he does not wish to and the general debate is declared closed.100 
 
Pagano republished this attack on modern architecture to illuminate what he called the “split 
personality”  (sdoppiamento della coscienza) of many of the members of parliament: deputies 
                                                 
100 Translated by Isabelle Johnson and the author. The press release recording the debate appears beneath 
Pagano’s “Mussolini salva l’architettura italiana,” Casabella, no. 78 (1934): 2-3. It misdates its occurrence to May 
20, though Pagano uses the correct date in his text. Pagano’s article is reproduced in Cesare De Seta, Architettura e 
città, 12-14. The full text of the session is found in “Discussione del disegno di legge: Conversione in legge del 
Regio Decreto 8 marzo 1934, n. 550, con i quali sono dichiarati di pubblica utilità i lavori di costruzione della Casa 
Littoria in Roma,” Atti Parlamentari, Camera dei Deputati, 26 maggio 1934, 330-39. See also “Il progetto per la 
Casa Littoria approvato per acclamazione alla Camera,” Il Popolo d’Italia, 27 May 1934, cited in Nicoloso, 
Mussolini architetto, 150-51; and “L’Arte alla Camera. Casa Littoria,” La Sera, 28 May 1934, and “Polemiche 
architettoniche all’assemblea fascista,” Ottobre 30 May 1934, reproduced in Enrico Mantero, ed., Giuseppe 
Terragni e la città del razionalismo italiano (Bari: Dedalo, 1969), 122-28. 
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who were “revolutionary in politics yet reactionary in art.” 101  He questioned their competence 
to judge matters of architectural taste, arguing that a truly revolutionary and qualified parliament 
“would have rid Rome of all the officially and universally recognized architectural eyesores 
(starting with Sacconi’s pile [the Vittoriano]); it would demand up-to-date soldiers’ barracks and 
train stations, a raising of the professional dignity of the architect, suitable competitions with 
judges whose worthiness is rigorously checked, with prizes corresponding at least to the syndical 
tariffs, and a quick revision of some outdated building regulations.”102  Instead, as evidenced by 
the debate in the chamber, the majority of deputies were out of step with modern times, 
ridiculous and demagogic, who condemned as “enemies of the state those architects who refused 
to fornicate with the five Vitruvian orders.”103  He thanked Farinacci, Giunta, Terruzzi and Bacci 
for their violent attack, because it had “cleared the air and provoked a reaction.”104  Rather less 
colorful, but equally withering, was Massimo Bontempelli’s response in Il Gazzetta del Popolo, 
where he described the deputies as “good people, splendid, gregarious politicians, valiant tools of 
the revolution; but thoroughly lacking in knowledge and aptitude in matters of art.”105   
                                                 
 
101 “. . . Rivoluzionari in politica e reazionari in arte.” Pagano, “Mussolini salva l’architettura italiana,” 2. 
 
102  “Un Parlamento di questo genere avrebbe potuto sbarazzare Roma di tutte le brutture architettoniche 
ufficialmente e universalmente riconosciute (incominciando magari dalla mole sacconiana); avrebbe potuto 
pretendere caserme per soldati del nostro secolo, stazioni ferroviarie aggiornate, una elevazione della dignità 
professionale dell'architetto, dei concorsi decorosi con premi corrispondenti almeno alle tariffe sindicali, un rigoroso 
controllo sulla dignità dei giudici, una rapida revisione di certi arretratissimi regolamenti edilizi.” Pagano, 
“Mussolini salva l’architettura italiana,” 2. 
 
103 “. . . Avesse condannati come nemici dello Stato quegli architetti che si fossero rifiutati di fornicare coi 
cinque ordini vitruviani.” Pagano, “Mussolini salva l’architettura italiana,” Casabella, no. 78 (1934): 3.  
 
104 “Il loro attacco aperto e violento ha schiarito l’aria, ha provocata la reazione.” Ibid., 3.    
 
105 “. . . Brave persone, ottimi gregari politici, valorosi strumenti di rivoluzione; ma scrupolosamente 
digiuni d’ogni informazione e attitudine nelle cose dell’arte.” Massimo Bontempelli, “Difesa della giovane: Topi 
ballano,” Il Gazzetto del Popolo, 2 June 1934. Reprinted in l’Avventura Novecentistica, 1938, 464. More detail 
about Bontempelli’s needling of the parliamentary deputies is given in David Rifkind, The Battle for Modernism: 
Quadrante and the Politicization of Architectural Discourse in Fascist Italy (Venice: Marsilio, 2012), 157-59.   
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It was not only critics and architects writing in avant-garde journals who took issue with 
the rebarbative pronouncements vented in the Chamber.  In the journal Architettura, the organ of 
the architects’ syndicate which was under the editorship of Piacentini, the architect Emilio Pifferi 
denounced the tone of the discussion and mounted a defense of his young colleagues.106 He 
argued that the recent contentious period that pitted modernist and traditionalist architects against 
each other was simply a family fight that had since been resolved.  These architects, he wrote, 
were not betraying the values of the “Italian spirit.”  Just as Pagano and Bontempelli had argued, 
he viewed most members of parliament unfit to pass judgment on the direction of Italian 
architecture.  When it came time to discuss the bill covering the construction of the Palazzo del 
Littorio, “the two or three competent deputies found themselves overwhelmed by a mass of  
nearly four hundred dilettantes and amateurs . . . .”107  He even went so far as to call into 
question the role of Parliament in the Fascist corporativist state, arguing that matters of 
architecture should be determined by professional members of the syndicate.   
Though still smarting from the outright opposition to modernist architecture in the 
Chamber of Deputies evinced during the Palazzo Littorio debate, Pagano believed that the 
ultimate power of the state, the Duce, was behind him.  This was because on 10 June 1934, 
Mussolini had received at Palazzo Venezia the five architects responsible for the new Florence 
station (Giovanni Michelucci, Pier Barardi, Italo Gamberini, Nello Baroni and Leonardo 
Lusanna) along with Eugenio Montuori, Luigi Piccinato, Gino Cancellotti and Alfredo Scalpelli 
                                                 
 
106 Architettura, supplement to the June 1934 issue, republished by Pagano in the July 1934 issue of 
Casabella. Emilio Pifferi, “Competenza architettonica della Camera dei Deputati,” Casabella, no. 79 (1934): vii, ix, 
x. David Rifkind, citing a letter from Piacentini to Bontempelli of 29 May 1934 in which Piacentini defends the 
young Rationalists by responding to each of the deputies’ accusations (Getty Research Institute, Massimo Bontepelli 
Papers), reasonably argues that Piacentini himself refrained from publicly supporting his professional colleagues 
because of his position on the Palazzo Littorio jury. See Rifkind, Battle for Modernism, 159.       
 
107 “I due o tre deputati competenti si trovano soprafatti da una massa di quasi quattrocento dilettanti 
empirici ed orecchianti . . . .” Pifferi, “Competenza architettonica della Camera dei Deputati,” x. 
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who had planned and designed Sabaudia.  News of the event was released by the Agenzia 
Stefani, the quasi-official news service, and was subsequently widely reported.  The news release 
briefly noted that Mussolini “has expressed His pleasure and His praise, and wanted to extend 
this to all young people in the field of architecture and elsewhere who are seeking to create art 
that responds to the sensibilities and the needs of our Fascist age.”108  But in a speech to the 
assembled audience he went further, saying that he had summoned them there following the 
debate in Parliament so that there would be no doubt about his support for modern architecture: 
I have called you here because, after what was said in the two houses of parliament, I 
would not want you to think that they were also my thoughts.  None of it.  I want to 
clarify unequivocally that I am for modern architecture, an architecture of our time, and I 
would be deeply saddened if you were to think that your works did not please me.  It 
would be absurd to think that we, today, could not have our own architectural thought; it 
is absurd not to want a rational and functional architecture of our time.  Every age has 
produced its own functional architecture: even the monuments of Rome that we are 
currently excavating responded to their functions. . . .  Tell the young architects 
graduating from the schools of architecture to make my motto their own: do not be afraid 
to have courage. . . .  It is not possible to remake the ancient, neither can one copy it. . . .  
I will give orders to all the agencies and to all the ministries . . . and all the offices 
because they must make constructions of our time.  I do not want to see case balilla or 
case del fascio in the style of architecture of the time of Depretis.109   
 
                                                 
 
108 “Il Capo del Governo ha espresso il Suo compiacimento e il Suo plauso, che ha voluto estendere a tutti i 
giovani che cercano nell’architettura e negli altri campi di realizzare un’arte rispondente alla sensibilità e alle 
necessità del nostro secolo fascista.” “Comunicato Stefani del 10-VI-XII,” Casabella, no. 78 (1934): 3. 
 
109 “Vi ho chiamato perché dopo quanto è stato detto nei due rami del Parlamento non vorrei che aveste 
dubitato che quello fosse anche il mio pensiero. Niente di tutto questo. Tengo a precisare in modo inequivocabile 
che io sono per l’architettura moderna, per quella del nostro tempo e mi sarebbe immensamente dispiaciuto se voi 
aveste pensato che le vostre opere non mi fossero piaciute. Sarebbe assurdo pensare che noi oggi non potessimo 
avere il nostro pensiero architettonico e assurdo il non volere un’architettura razionale e funzionale per il nostro 
tempo. Ogni epoca ha dato una sua architettura funzionale. Anche i monumenti di Roma che noi oggi stiamo 
riscavando rispondevano a una loro funzione. . . . Dite voi ai giovani architetti che escono dalle scuole di architettura 
di far loro la mia divisa: di non aver paura di aver coraggio. . . . non si può rifare l’antico né lo si può copiare. . . . 
Darò ordine a tutti gli enti e a tutti i ministeri . . . e a tutti gli uffici perché si facciano costruzioni del nostro tempo. 
Non voglio vedere casa balilla e case del fascio con architettura del tempo di Depretis.” The text is reproduced in 
Riccardo Mariani, Fascismo e “città nuove” (Milan: Feltrinelli), 99-100. See also Antonio Muñoz, Roma di 
Mussolini (Rome: Treves, 1935), 445. Cresti notes that the text of the speech in the Fondo Contri is marked “non 
destinata alla pubblicazione.” Cresti, Architettura e fascismo, 283. Agostino Depretis (1813-1887) was a dominant 
force in Italian politics from 1862 until his death in 1887, when he was prime minister.  
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This audience with the Duce of these stylistically progressive architects convinced Pagano that 
the heated polemical exchanges in Parliament, and the insults directed at modern architecture, 
would come to an end.  Mussolini was the ultimate arbiter of taste, the argument went, and he 
had interceded on behalf of modernist architecture.110  Mussolini had “saved” Italian 
architecture, Pagano wrote, and consequently modern architects had been invested with a great 
historic responsibility: “now modern architecture is the art of the State. . . . Now Italian architects 
are officially authorized to adopt Mussolini’s motto: ‘Do not be afraid to have courage.’”111  In 
the very months that the entrants to the Palazzo Littorio competition were working on their 
designs, Pagano, Bardi, and the other apologists for Rationalism, rashly believed that their call 
for a modern state architecture had been answered, and could hope that it would soon find its 
foremost expression in the national headquarters of the Fascist Party, the Palazzo Littorio.
                                                 
 
110 Doordan argues convincingly that Mussolini’s unusual pronouncement in favor of modern architecture 
was only superficially related to matters of style and the choice of a state architecture. The debate in Parliament in 
fact revealed the fault lines of an internal struggle between the Fascist right wing—represented by Farinacci and 
Giunta—and the left over the future direction of the government and the Party. Because of the deputies’ attacks on 
two of the regime’s highly publicized prestige projects which were both inextricably linked to its modernizing 
priorities, Mussolini had no choice but to assert his authority. Mussolini was claiming that only he had the 
prerogative to determine what was, and what was not, a suitable architectural style of the Fascist era. See Doordan, 
Building Modern Italy, 110; and Nicoloso, Mussolini architetto, 86-87. Similarly, Denis Mack Smith noted that in 
order to maintain power one of Mussolini’s strategies was always to keep his foes guessing his true intentions by 
adopting sometimes contradictory positions. He called this technique the “Scotch douche,” that is, “blowing hot and 
cold, being friendly and provocative by turns, and continually changing his ground so that he could appear both 
democrat and authoritarian, radical and reactionary, socialist and anti-socialist.” Denis Mack Smith, Mussolini’s 
Roman Empire (New York: Viking Press, 1976), 11.     
 
111 “Ora l’architettura moderna è arte di Stato. . . .  Ora gli architetti italiani sono ufficialmente autorizzati 





From Roma Capitale to Roma Mussoliniana 
 
 
On 28 October 1932, Mussolini celebrated the tenth anniversary of the March on Rome 
with its ritual commemoration and re-enactment: a parade from Piazza Esedra down Via 
Nazionale to Piazza Venezia.1  Dressed in the uniform of the Fascist Militia and mounted on a 
black horse, he rode past Adalberto Libera and Mario De Renzi’s temporary monumental 
modernist façade of the Palazzo delle Esposizioni and the Mostra della rivoluzione fascista, the 
exhibition which he would inaugurate the next day.  Stopping at the Monument to Victor 
Emmanuel II, from whose base he had made his first speech as Prime Minister on 30 October 
1922, he cut a tricolor ribbon, officially opening the Via dell’Impero which, like the exhibition, 
was inaugurated to celebrate the Decennale (fig 2.1).  He then rode down the length of the new 
street to the Colosseum, newly visible from Piazza Venezia following the demolition of a 
working-class neighborhood that exposed to view the panorama of the Imperial Fora, the 
Markets of Trajan and the Basilica of Maxentius.  In the words of the New York Times 
correspondent who witnessed the ceremonies, Mussolini then “reviewed the black-shirted 
columns of 15,000 war wounded as they marched past” and addressed the crowds with a short 
speech “urging his followers to even more heroic efforts in the second decade of fascism than in 
the first.”2  With this act, Mussolini consecrated the area around Piazza Venezia as the symbolic 
center of the Fascist city.  Paradoxically, the Vittoriano, which is now most closely associated 
                                                 
1 Mabel Berezin examines the nature of such ritual performances in Making the Fascist Self: The Political 
Culture of Interwar Italy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 101-40.  
 
2 “Fascisti Celebrate the March on Rome,” New York Times, 29 October 1932. 
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with Umbertine architectural excess, was spared the critical opprobrium directed by the Fascists 
at its historicist stablemates such as the Palazzo delle Esposizioni.  This massive white pile is 
commonly disparaged with such nicknames as “the wedding cake,” or “the typewriter,” and one 
might think that its overwrought, applied embellishment would have represented all that was 
most retrograde and decadent about the Liberal era to the Fascists, as it would to Le Corbusier 
and other modernist architects in the 1920s.  Yet the area became the central sacral space in the 
city and the country for the celebration of the “cult of the lictor”; it was here, in the shadow of 
this most grandiose monument to Liberal Italy, in the very heart of Rome, that Mussolini 
declaimed Fascism’s triumphs from the balcony of his office in Palazzo Venezia to the 
assembled masses below (fig. 2.2).  As Emilio Gentile argues, these carefully orchestrated rallies 
in Rome and elsewhere became the central ritual in the state where the nation and its inhabitants 
joined together in mystic communion, and where the core myths of Fascist ideology were 
propagated.3     
The co-option by the Fascists of the Liberal symbol par excellence was due to the 
remarkable confluence of national, historical, geographical and patriotic associations that 
cohered around the monument and its site.4  The layer upon layer of symbolism that made the 
site an inevitable focus of the Liberal regime would likewise make it irresistible to the Fascists.  
Its calculated juxtaposition with the Capitoline and the Roman Forum made the blunt statement 
that as Papal Rome had succeeded the Rome of the Caesars, so too had it been supplanted by the 
Third Rome, the Rome of United Italy (Roma capitale) (fig. 2.3).5  By claiming the area for 
                                                 
 
3 Emilio Gentile, The Sacralization of Politics in Fascist Italy, trans. Keith Botsford (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1996), 88. 
 
4 John Agnew, “The Impossible Capital: Monumental Rome under Liberal and Fascist Regimes, 1870-




themselves, the Fascists were simply following a timeworn path of topological and architectural 
propaganda whereby places and monuments of great significance were assimilated to bathe their 
new neighbors in an edifying glow.  The protracted and complex history of the competition to 
design and build the Vittoriano has been told many times,6 but a brief recapitulation of its key 
themes—especially the hesitancy over the style that the building should take, as well as the 
uncertainty over where it should be built—is necessary here because it serves as an important 
precedent for the Palazzo del Littorio competition held five decades later, which would be 
similarly plagued by anxieties of aesthetics and place.  It also reveals the manifold lines of 
continuity in terms or urbanism and archaeology that linked the Liberal period to the Fascist era. 
 
Roma Capitale and the Politics of Nostalgia7  
                                                                                                                                                             
5 Carroll L. V. Meeks, “Rome Ruined?” Perspecta 2 (1953): 8. 
 
6 Further studies are: Ugo Ojetti, Il Monumento a Vittorio Emanuele in Rome e le sue avventure (Milan: 
Treves, 1907); Primo Acciaresi, Giuseppe Sacconi e l’opera sua massima (Rome: Tipografia dell’Unione Editrice, 
1911); Luigi Morosini, Giuseppe Sacconi: La vita e l’opera (Rome: Biblioteca d’Arte, 1929); Umberto Bottazzi, “Il 
monumento a Vittorio Emanuele,” Capitolium 7, no. 10 (1931): 488-97; Francesco Sapori, Il Vittoriano (Rome: 
Libreria dello Stato, 1946); Marcello Venturoli, La patria di marmo (Pisa: Nistri-Lischi, 1957); Carroll L. V. Meeks, 
Italian Architecture 1750-1914 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966), 337-47; Pier Luigi Porzio, ed., Il 
Vittoriano (Rome: Palombi, 1986); John Dickie, “La macchina da scrivere: The Victor Emmanuel Monument in 
Rome and Italian Nationalism,” The Italianist 14 (1994): 261-85; Sergio Bertelli, “Piazza Venezia. La creazione di 
uno spazio rituale per un nuovo Stato-nazione,” in La Chioma della Vittoria, ed. Sergio Bertelli (Florence: Ponte 
alle Grazie, 1997), 170-209; Catherine Brice, Monumentalité publique et politique à Rome. Le Vittoriano (Rome: 
École française de Rome, 1998); Bruno Tobia, L’Altare della Patria (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1998); David Atkinson 
and Denis Cosgrove, “Urban Rhetoric and Embodied Identities: City, Nation and Empire at the Vittorio Emanuele II 
Monument in Rome, 1870-1945,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 88, no. 1 (1999): 28-49; 
Peter Lang, “Masses in Motion: Spaces and Spectacle in Fascist Rome,” (Ph.D. diss., New York University, 2000); 
Fabio Mangone, Massimiliano Savorra and Maria Luisa Scalvini, Verso il Vittoriano: L’Italia unita e i concorsi di 
architettura, I disegni della Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Roma, 1881 (Naples: Electa Napoli, 2002); Simona 
Antellini, Il Vittoriano: Scultura e decorazione tra classicismo e liberty (Rome: Artemide, 2003); and Gian Carlo 
Càapici, Giuseppe Sacconi e il Vittoriano nella terza Roma (Rome: Pil’dit, 2005). 
 
7 This subtitle is taken from Richard Drake, Byzantium for Rome: The Politics of Nostalgia in Umbertian 
Italy, 1878-1900 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980). This study examines the interrelationship 
of politics and culture during the reign of Umberto I, a period characterized by a “politics of nostalgia” for an 
idealized past of Roman greatness. 
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The realization of a Third Rome was repeatedly invoked as a necessary condition of 
Italian unity; indeed it was one of the principal symbolic goals of the Risorgimento project. By 
the middle decades of the nineteenth century, Rome had become the object and prize of the 
struggle for national reunification organized around a centralized power, such as had existed in 
Imperial Rome, displacing the federalist iconography of the medieval communes.8  For each 
member of the leading triumvirate who fought for national unity—Giuseppe Mazzini, Camillo 
Cavour and Giuseppe Garibaldi—no other city could compete with Rome in terms of its 
symbolic resonance. “Rome or death!” was Garibaldi’s famous battle cry, and the city was often 
imagined as the place for republican revolutionary action against the temporal power of the 
papacy.9  In a famous speech of 1859 in which he uses the dramatic technique of an imagined 
archaeological tour, Mazzini invoked the Third Rome that would rise on the remains of the 
Roman and Christian cities, and thereby inherit its accumulated glory.  Stopping on the Via 
Cassia to look upon the city, he admonished his listeners: 
Stop here and gaze as far as you can toward the south and toward the Mediterranean.  In 
the midst of these vast spaces you will glimpse, like a beacon in the ocean, an isolated 
point, a sign of distant grandeur.  Kneel then and worship; for there beats the heart of 
Italy: there lies ROME in its eternal solemnity.  And that eminent point is the 
Campidoglio of the Christian World.  And a few steps away is the Campidoglio of the 
Pagan World.  And those two fallen worlds await a third World, even more vast and 
sublime, which is being fashioned in the midst of its mighty ruins.  And this is the Trinity 
of History whose Word is in Rome.10  
                                                 
 
8 Carolyn Springer, The Marble Wilderness: Ruins and Representation in Italian Romanticism, 1775-1850 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 138. Before this time, at least until the 1840s, few believed that 
Italian unification could be accomplished. See Denis Mack Smith, Victor Emanuel, Cavour and the Risorgimento 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1971), 1. It is important to note that there were various strands of thought 
regarding Rome among the Risorgimento leadership. Some (like Mazzini) called for a secular Third Rome, others 
(such as Vincenzo Gioberti, a Piedmontese priest) thought the best hope for achieving Italian unity lay in a 
confederation with the pontiff at its head, as he advocated in his Del primato morale e civile degli italiani 
(Capolago: Tipografia Elvetica, 1846). On Mazzini’s wish to build a Third Rome, see Giovanni Sabbatucci, “La 
Terza Roma,” in Giovanni Belardelli et al., Miti e storia dell’italia unita (Bologna: Mulino, 1999), 13-21. 
 
9 Springer, The Marble Wilderness, 136. On the famous phrase “Roma o morte,” see Daniel Pick, Rome or 




Thus the idea of Rome and its historical inevitability as national capital was central to the 
nationalist rhetoric of the Risorgimento, becoming a powerful emotive force around which the 
idea of a united Italy grew.  Risorgimental culture held the conviction that the spiritual and moral 
regeneration of the Italian people could only take place through the recovery of the values of 
Roman civilization.  The nation would reclaim the city and redeem it from the corrupting 
influence of the papacy.  After centuries of papal domination the city symbolized not the promise 
of modern transformation, but the stagnation of moral and political backwardness.11  The 
county’s military weakness, its territorial disunity, its lack of empire, all these things were 
distilled in the city that had hardly changed in the course of the nineteenth century.12  Visitors to 
Rome were quick to note the deadening, stultifying atmosphere of the city.  In George Eliot’s 
Middlemarch (1872), Rome is a place “where the past of a whole hemisphere seems moving in 
funeral procession with strange ancestral images and trophies gathered from afar.”13  To 
Hippolyte Taine, visiting the city in 1864, the city was a warehouse of its own past grandeur, a 
vast mausoleum, dead, dark, and backward.  Hand in hand with these observations was the 
moralizing view that the ancient ruins, so magnificent even in their decline, must have been the 
work of a very different type of man than the present inhabitants of the city.  This trope became 
almost a verity in the observational discourse of northern Europeans in their encounters with the 
latter day Italians in the nineteenth century.14 
                                                                                                                                                             
10 Translated in Springer, The Marble Wilderness, 157. 
 
11 John Agnew, “Time Into Space: The Myth of ‘Backward’ Italy in Modern Europe,” Time & Society 5, 
no.1 (1996): 27-45.   
 
12 Italo Insolera, Roma: Immagini e realtà dal X al XX secolo (Rome: Laterza, 1980). 
 
13 As quoted by Duncan F. Kennedy, “A Sense of Place: Rome, Empire and History Revisited,” in Roman 
Presences: Receptions of Rome in European Culture 1789-1945, ed. Catharine Edwards (Cambridge: Cambridge 




Following the breach of Porta Pia by Italian troops on September 20, 1870 when Rome 
finally became the capital of a united Italy, the new government immediately began to transform 
the city into a place worthy of its new status as capital of Italy, the seat of the government and 
the court.15  Rome was now to be remade, not for the tourists who had visited without pause for 
so long, but for her own citizens whose culture had become a series of gaunt and feeble ruins, 
reminders of the great but distant civilization that had long since ceased to exist.  To this end a 
vast program of public works was undertaken at a frenzied pace in order to create the 
architectural accoutrements of state, as well as the representational apartment blocks, boulevards 
and squares of the rising bourgeoisie.  This meant the construction of tens of institutional 
buildings—ministries,16 courthouses, barracks, hospitals, assembly halls—to accommodate the 
tide of bureaucrats and professionals that swept into the city in the wake of the King of Italy, 
Victor Emmanuel II.  Whole quarters sprang up in the last decades of the nineteenth century 
ringing the older city, but also spilling beyond the massive Aurelianic walls that had girded the 
city since the third century CE, marking its greatest extent.  Apartment blocks, financed by 
febrile speculation, lined wide streets that cut through the historic fabric in order to facilitate the 
                                                                                                                                                             
14 See the collected essays in Catharine Edwards, ed., Roman Presences. 
 
15 To Ferdinand Gregorovius, the German historian then living in Rome, the crowning of Rome as a capital 
city was very much a reversal of fortune, as the city had until that point been “the moral centre of the world.” 
Furthermore, the city’s churches, monuments and ruins of previous regimes made it a singularly poor choice: “The 
air of Rome is not suited to a young aspiring kingdom which requires for its capital a plastic material that can easily 
receive an impression, such as that of Berlin, Paris, or S. Petersburg. The King of Italy will only cut a figure here 
such as that of one of the Dacian prisoners of war on the triumphal arch of Trajan.” Ferdinand Gregorovius, The 
Roman Journals of Ferdinand Gregorovius, ed. Friedrich Althaus, trans. Mrs. Gustavus W. Hamilton (London: 
George Bell & Sons, 1907), 132.    
 
16 While these were initially built along Via XX Settembre, eventually others were dispersed throughout the 
city. For example, the Ministry of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce rose on Via della Stamperia (1907), Public 
Works on Via di San Pantaleo (1911), and Public Instruction on Viale del Re/Viale di Trastevere. In addition to the 
construction of new ministry buildings, papal property was also expropriated and commandeered to serve the 
functions of the new government. As Henry Hope Reed writes: “The Royal Family moved into the Quirinal Palace, 
Parliament into the Montecitorio Palace, the National Library into the Collegio Romano by 1871, and in 1873 eight 
large monasteries were secularized and turned over into ministries.” Reed, “Rome: The Third Sack,” The 
Architectural Review 107, no. 638 (1950): 99.  
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movement of goods and people.  Yet the insistent presence of the past in the city, along with the 
close identification of the new regime with the ancient city, presented a nagging problem as the 
city was transformed.  As Kostof writes, “The Third Rome was competing not only with its 
neighbors in Europe but with itself: and the past . . . was an asset, a hindrance, and a 
challenge.”17 
Of all the buildings raised by the Italian Government in these years, the Monument to 
Victor Emmanuel II was the most significant.  Its function was nothing less than to symbolize 
Italian identity, to embody the relationship of the new Rome to its forebears, and to 
commemorate king Victor Emmanuel II, the regnal symbol of the newly unified state.18  
Parliament decreed an international competition for a commemorative monument to Victor 
Emmanuel in 1880, calling for a design that would represent the new age of the nation while 
being in keeping with the architectural heritage of the country.  It was hoped that the winning 
entry would instantiate the architectural language and character of the modern era, serving as a 
model of a new national style that would not shrink from comparison with the monuments of 
pagan and Christian Rome.19  This tension between a desire for the new and a self-consciousness 
towards the past would characterize any number of art movements in Italy in the following 
decades.  The competition was unusual for placing no restrictions on foreign entrants, for not 
delimiting stylistic parameters, and for leaving the site undetermined.  Many of the most 
prominent architects and sculptors of Europe submitted designs.  As no site was specified in the 
                                                 
 
17 Spiro Kostof, The Third Rome 1870-1950: Traffic and Glory (Berkeley: University Art Museum, 1973), 
10. 
 
18 That the king continued to be called Victor Emmanuel II (of Savoy), rather than becoming Victor 
Emmanuel I (of a united Italy), follows from Camillo Cavour’s conviction that the Italian state was in effect a 
continuation of Piedmont.      
 
19 Catherine Brice, “L’Immaginario della Terza Roma,” in Il Vittoriano, vol. 1, ed. Pier Luigi Porzio 
(Rome: Palombi, 1986), 13. 
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competition regulations, these projects were dispersed throughout the city, with a preponderance 
concentrating around the newer quarters of the city, especially the district around the Central 
Station.20  The winning design by the Frenchman, Paul-Henri Nénot called for a triumphal arch 
and radiating colonnaded hemicycle at Piazza Esedra (Piazza Repubblica), the start of Via 
Nazionale, though his design was declared ineligible for being too closely related to a Grand Prix 
design of his from 1877 (fig. 2.4).  The fact that an Italian had not won the competition for so 
nationalist a monument might also have been a determining factor in the disqualification, for all 
the explicit internationalism of the competition regulations.21         
A second competition, held in 1882, designated the north spur of the Capitoline as the 
site following the proposal of Pio Piacentini and Ettore Ferrari.  The prime minister of Italy, 
Agostino Depretis, made the final decision, having concluded that although it would be cheaper 
to build in the area of the station (Termini), the political symbolism of the Campidoglio was 
overwhelming.22  The reasons for again making this area the center of the city were primarily 
twofold.  The first was that, with the extension of the city to the east, the area around the 
Capitoline again became the geographic center of the city.  As a low point between the 
Capitoline and Palatine hills, it exerted an almost gravitational pull on traffic into the city.  The 
second reason was symbolic: because the new regime had to distance itself from the power of the 
papacy which it replaced and superseded, officials chose an area that was removed from the 
papal centers of power, i.e., the Vatican, the Palazzo Quirinale (now remade as the official 
                                                 
 
20 Catherine Brice calculates that of the 96 projects, 45 were situated at the Piazza di Termini by the station, 
17 at Piazza Vittorio Emanuele (also by the station), 7 at the Pincio (above Piazza del Popolo), 5 at the Campidoglio, 
and 5 at Prati (in the vicinity of the Vatican). Brice, “L’Immaginario,” 20. Note that the name Termini derives, not 
from the railway terminus, but from the Baths (terme) of Diocletian. See Daniele Manacorda and Renato Tamassia, 
Il piccone del regime (Rome: Armando Curcio, 1985), 104. 
 
21 Meeks, Italian Architecture, 337. 
 
22 Tobia, L’Altare, 32-33. 
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residence of the king), and the Lateran.  The monument stood adjacent to the Campidoglio, 
whose Palazzo del Senatore had been the seat of communal government and thus a 
counterweight to papal authority.  But more important even than this was the site’s proximity to 
the epicentre of Republican and Imperial Roman might: the fora in which the laws had been 
promulgated, the Temple of Jupiter that gave divine sanction to the state, and the Palatine, 
mythical home of Rome’s founders.  These associations made the choice of Piazza Venezia 
irresistible to a rising political power that needed to assert its cultural hegemony over a young 
country that had only recently been given its territorial definition, as well as over rival centers of 
power on the peninsula with which it still competed.23   
While the first competition had included no formal constraints, the second called for an 
equestrian statue against an architectural backdrop.24  Ninety-eight projects were submitted, this 
time most of them by Italian architects, and the debate, such as there was, focused on style rather 
than iconography.  The entries were an eclectic assortment, ranging in style from Neo-Gothic to 
stile Liberty (the Italian version of Art Nouveau), but species of Neo-Classicism predominated; 
this signified a growing consensus among architects and critics alike that the requirements of 
history, splendor and prestige meant that only this style could represent the Risorgimento 
triumphant.  The winning design by Count Giuseppe Sacconi, awarded on 26 June 1884, placed 
the equestrian statue of the king in front of a vast architectural stage that borrowed its form from 
ancient sources: the Hellenistic Altar of Pergamon, which had been excavated and installed in 
Berlin in those years, and Luigi Canina’s restoration of the Roman Republican temple of Fortuna 
                                                 
 
23 The first capital of the putative united Italy was Turin, as this was the seat and capital of the Savoy 
dynasty, whose king Victor Emmanuel laid claim to the national monarchy. In 1864 Florence supplanted Turin as 
capital, until it too relinquished that title to Rome in 1871. 
 
24 Brice, L’Immaginario, 21. 
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Primigenia at Praeneste (Palestrina).25  Sacconi’s insistently frontal scheme proposed a carefully 
cadenced climb in a number of stages: a grand entrance stair led to a seated Dea Roma, at which 
point the headlong approach split into two paths to the next landing, below and either side of a 
towering equestrian statue of the king, rising towards a high Corinthian colonnade, crowned at 
each end by bronze quadrigae driven by winged Victories (fig. 2.5).  The project was at once 
deeply mindful of its surroundings and dismissive of them.  Sitting on axis with the Via del 
Corso (Corso Umberto I), the northern route into the city, it turned its back to the Roman Forum, 
and hid the Campidoglio in its shadow (fig. 2.6).  But its monumental stairway alluded to the 
penitential approach to the neighboring church of the Aracoeli, and the broad, measured stair-
ramp of Michelangelo’s cordonata; the equestrian statue of the king echoed that of Marcus 
Aurelius at the center of Michelangelo’s Campidoglio scheme.26  Numerous secondary 
competitions were held for the sculptural program, and Sacconi continued to modify his design 
until his death in 1905, when the work was put in the hands of Gaetano Koch, Manfredo 
Manfredi, and Pio Piacentini.27  In the competition’s quest for a monument that would 
encapsulate Italian identity; its search for a national style that represented the new while being 
sympathetic to the past; the emphasis placed on ancient architectural ruins and restorations in 
design conception; the central role of monument making in reorienting the foci of the city; and 
                                                 
 
25 Meeks, Italian Architecture, 340. 
 
26 Tobia relates that when the Capitoline site was selected, there was a proposal to remove the statue of 
Marcus Aurelius from its pedestal in front of the Palazzo del Senatore to a museum for safekeeping, and replace it 
with a gilt statue of Victor Emmanuel. Tobia, L’Altare, 34. 
 
27 At the time of its dedication in 1911, much of the sculptural decoration was still in gesso, and it was not 
fully completed until 1922. The building is often disparaged, not only for its colossal form but also because of its 
bright white Brescian marble revetment that is so at odds with the muted shades of the surrounding cityscape. 
Henry-Russell Hitchcock comments that “this most pretentious of all nineteenth-century monuments well illustrates 
the final breakdown of the old standards of Romantic Classicism in Europe towards the end of the century.” 
Hitchcock, Architecture: Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), 209. The 
incremental changes made to the design over its long development meant that, stylistically at least, it is not all of a 
piece.   
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the all-important role of what might be called “toponymic planning,” wherein areas redolent of 
history are claimed for the present—all are themes that would later characterize Fascist plans, 
especially in the competition for the Palazzo Littorio and Mostra della rivoluzione fascista. 
The fateful choice to build on the slopes of the Capitol was made in the face of 
vociferous resistance by many prominent people who bemoaned the wrecking of the historical 
strata that such a colossal structure would entail.  This regret was especially pronounced in the 
writings of expatriate scholars such as the German historian Ferdinand Gregorovius, who had 
moved to Rome just prior to Italian unification.  He wrote, “Building is proceeding at a furious 
pace; the Monti quarter is turned entirely upside down . . . . Almost every hour witnesses the fall 
of some portion of ancient Rome.”28  Rodolfo Lanciani,29 director of the Commissione 
Archeologica Comunale and great popularizer of Roman archaeology, did not mince words.  
                                                 
 
28 Ferdinand Gregorovius, The Roman Journals of Ferdinand Gregorovius, 1852-1874, 437. Similar 
sentiments were expressed by J. Henry Middleton, Slade Professor of Fine Art at Cambridge University, in the 
preface to the first volume of his The Remains of Ancient Rome (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1892): “No 
words can adequately express the disgust which must be experienced both by the antiquary and by the lover of 
beauty in any form who now visits this unhappy city. The injury done in former periods of destruction was but 
superficial compared to the ruin which is being wrought by the present scheme of the piano regolatore, . . . [which 
is] utterly destroying the character of the former Capital of the world” (vi-vii).  
 
29 Rodolfo Lanciani (1847-1929) was the foremost expert on the topography of Rome and the history of 
archaeology in the city. An engineer by profession, he was just twenty-one when he published a monograph on his 
survey work of Trajan’s monumental harbor at Portus. His reputation thus established, he became the Secretary, and 
the youngest member, of the Commissione archeologica comunale (Municipal Archaeological Commission) at its 
inception in 1872. Over the following years, as extraordinary archaeological discoveries were made as the city was 
transformed into a worthy capital of the new country, Lanciani tirelessly documented the findings in the Bullettino 
della Commissione archeologica comunale di Roma and in the Notizie degli scavi di antichità of the Accademia dei 
Lincei. In 1877 Lanciani was made director of the Palatine excavations and, from the following year, he oversaw the 
vast explorations of the Roman Forum that sought to unify the area into a cohesive whole. In 1880 he was awarded 
the royal prize at the Accademia dei Lincei for his annotated edition of the Commentaries of Frontinus (Studio sui 
Commentari di Frontino intorno alle acque e gli acquedotti di Roma). He was professor of Roman topography at the 
University of Rome from 1878 until 1922. The work for which he remains most famous is the Forma Urbis Romae 
(1893-1901), a plan of Rome in forty-six sheets drawn to a scale of 1:1,000. It was a magisterial synthesis of the 
monumental history of the city that incorporated the prodigious amount of information gleaned from the excavations 
and “feverish building” of the preceding three decades. This Lanciani followed with the Storia degli scavi di Roma e 
notizia intorno alle collezioni romane di antichità (1902-1910), four (of five planned) volumes documenting the 
history of the excavations of Rome from the eleventh century on. In a series of well received books written in 
English (for example, Ancient Rome in the Light of Recent Discoveries [1888] and The Ruins and Excavations of 
Ancient Rome [1897]), Lanciani’s learning was broadcast to a wide audience. Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, 
s.v. “Lanciani, Rodolfo Amedeo.”    
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Writing in the Athenaeum of 3 March 1883 about recent archaeological work in Rome, he barely 
contained his contempt: “I cannot find the proper words to stigmatize the decision taken by the 
authorities.  The raising of the monument . . . is a national calamity; it means the utter destruction 
. . . of the famous hill, with its incomparable historical associations, with its particular features 
and looks and outlines, familiar to men, and dear to every one.”30  Among the many significant 
losses following on from the decision to build the monument on the northeast slope of the hill, 
Lanciani listed the remains of the Arx (i.e., the fortified summit of the Capitol) which had been 
discovered in 1876; the medieval cloisters of Santa Maria Aracoeli; the Tower of Paul III along 
with its ancient foundations; and the scarping made to fortify the site in the time of Rome’s first 
kings (fig. 2.7).  His professional and personal indignation was only partially mollified by the 
prospect of further important discoveries as the work progressed.31 
The rapid development of the city’s bourgeois and bureaucratic trappings went hand in 
hand with the recovery of the ancient city.  The ruins of Imperial Rome were once again to 
become monuments of pride rather than reminders of past greatness that overwhelmed the 
present.  Archaeology, at least in part, sought to revive the moral and mythical standards the 
ancient monuments implied and it was hoped thereby that they would have a salutary effect on 
                                                 
 
30 Rodolfo Lanciani, “Notes from Rome,” Athenaeum, no. 2888 (March 3, 1883), 285.  
 
31 He would later temper his views still further, writing “we must remember that Rome has always lived, 
and lived at the expense of the past; every generation has, in a certain sense, absorbed or destroyed the works of the 
preceding one . . . .” Rodolfo Lanciani, Ancient Rome in the Light of Recent Discoveries (Boston: Houghton, 
Mifflin, 1891), xii. He maintained, however, a deep well of vitriol for the aristocratic families who had sold off their 
estates that surrounded the city in the late nineteenth century in a speculative frenzy: “In my opinion, the blame must 
be cast especially on the Roman aristocracy, on our noble land-owners unworthy the great names, which to our 
misfortune they have inherited; because no sooner did this degenerate race discern the possibility of raising a little 
money on the magnificent villas which their forefathers had built and laid out for the comfort, health, and welfare of 
their fellow-citizens, than they did not hesitate one second to sell by the yard, as it were, the glory and pride of their 
families.” Ibid., xxv. The destruction entailed by the construction of the monument is discussed in Maristella 
Casciato, “Lo sviluppo urbano e il disegno della città,” in Roma capitale, ed. Vittorio Vidotto (Rome: Laterza, 
2002), 153; and Giuseppina Pisani Sartorio and Lorenzo Quilici, eds., L’archeologia in Roma capitale tra sterro e 
scavo (Venice: Marsilio, 1983).  
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Romans and Italians alike.32  Equally important, the ruins themselves were refurbished and 
deployed as political symbols against the Romantic stance that equated the city with lethargy and 
past grandeur.  In many places around the city the ancient ruins had been buried up to their 
haunches in the accumulated debris left by human occupation and the periodic flooding of the 
Tiber (fig. 2.8).  The monuments of the Imperial Fora were visible here and there and certainly 
had currency as geographical markers and as sites of memory.  But for the most part these 
monuments were sequestered relics, abutted and obscured by more recent structures, their 
foundations hidden in basements and substructures, or their solid walls adapted to other uses.  In 
1897 Lanciani, then Professor of Topography at the University of Rome, gave a captivating view 
of the state of the city in the first years as head of a reunified Italy in the context of the changes 
wrought on the city through development and archaeological campaigns over the following two 
decades.33  The Forum was still the Campo Vaccino, where goatherds and cowherds grazed their 
beasts.  Many of the ancient monuments remained buried beneath an accumulated overburden 
ten meters high, which transfixed the Arch of Septimius Severus up to its soffit.  The dry 
channels of aqueducts were sometimes inhabited by squatters, and the Colosseum was a “den of 
outlaws.”  All these ancient structures evoked fallen empire and lost grandeur, more picturesque 
than sublime.  But in the rush to make the Third Rome the equal of its predecessors, vast areas of 
the ancient city were revealed by pickaxe and spade, though much of it disappeared with equal 
rapidity beneath modern buildings or was wiped away completely.34   
                                                 
 
32 Spinger, Marble Wilderness, 136-57. 
 
33 Lanciani, Ancient Rome, xxii. 
 
34 Kostof, The Third Rome,10. 
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Rome had been a city of  just over a quarter of a million people in 1870, and half of the 
city within the Aurelian walls was covered by the gardens of patrician estates, vineyards, open 
fields and Roman ruins.  Yet within two decades the population had doubled and it occupied a 
vastly expanded area.  The scale of urban development and the sheer magnitude of  
archaeological discoveries made in the period of Roma capitale can be judged from the proud 
tally made by Lanciani in the preface to his Ancient Rome in the Light of Recent Discoveries. 
Between 1 January 1872, and 31 December 1885—that is, in the first fourteen years of works 
within the city—“82 miles of new streets have been opened, paved, drained, and built; new 
quarters have sprung up which cover an area of 1,158 acres; 3,094 houses have been built or 
enlarged, with an addition of 95,260 rooms; 135 million lire (27 million dollars) have been spent 
in works of public utility and general improvement . . . .”  As for archaeological discoveries: 
“since it is impossible to turn up in Rome a handful of earth without coming upon some 
unexpected find, it is easy to understand what an amount of discoveries must have been made by 
turning up two hundred and seventy million cubic feet of that land of promise.”35   
The authorities in Rome were not indifferent to the fate of the ancient monuments 
imperilled by the city’s expansion, a fact underscored by the establishment of the state 
Soprintendenza per gli scavi e la conservazione dei monumenti della provincia di Roma  
(Superintendency of Excavations and Conservation of Monuments in the Province of Rome) in 
1870.  The local city government provided its own framework for overseeing the ancient 
monuments under its aegis with the establishment of the Commissione archeologica comunale 
(Municipal Archaeological Commission) in 1872, of which Lanciani was its first secretary.  
These acts, together with the creation in 1875 of the Italian School of Archaeology, created an 
institutional and political apparatus that wrested control of the city’s antiquities both from the 
                                                 
35 Lanciani, Ancient Rome, ix.  
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papal state and from the northern European archaeological institutes that had controlled much of 
the archaeological work in the preceding half century.   
The desire to protect the ancient monuments within an immense parco archeologico had 
been mooted ever since the 1870 capture of Rome, but the idea was given added urgency by the 
scale of destruction within the city as it was developed and expanded to accommodate the new 
national government.  However, it was not until 14 July 1887 that a law was passed (“Tutela dei 
monumenti antichi di Roma”) that delimited a zona monumentale to encompass a vast area 
extending from the Via Appia to Trajan’s Column, and including within it the Roman Forum, the 
Palatine, the Colosseum, the Circus Maximus and the Baths of Caracalla.36  While the great 
archaeological park (passeggiata archeologica) containing these monuments was not officially 
inaugurated until 1911, archaeological work was undertaken on such a scale within the Roman 
Forum that Lanciani could boast in 1891 that it had been almost completely excavated, allowing 
people once again to walk on the ancient pavement of the Sacra Via, from the Colosseum to the 
Temple of Jupiter Capitolinus (fig. 2.9).37 
 
 
                                                 
 
36 For the history of the passeggiata, see Paola Ciancio Rossetto, “La ‘passeggiata archeologica,’” in 
L’archeologia in Roma capitale tra sterro e scavo, 75-88.   
 
 37 Lanciani, Ancient Rome, xxii. Augustus Hare provided a melancholy description of the changes in the 
ancient cityscape: “The thirty-five years of United Italy, if they have done well by archaeology, have done more for 
the destruction of the artistic beauty of Rome than all the invasions of the Goths and Vandals. They have done for 
the City what the sixteenth-century Popes did for the Forum. . . . Except for definite archaeologists, much of the old 
charm is gone for ever, the whole aspect of the city is changed, and the picturesqueness of former days must now be 
sought in such obscure corners as have escaped the hands of the spoiler . . . the pagan ruins have been denuded of all 
that gave them picturesqueness or beauty. . . . The Palaces of Caesar have been stripped of the flowers and ivy which 
formerly adorned them . . . . The Baths of Caracalla, which, until 1870, was one of the most beautiful spots in the 
world, is now scarcely more attractive than the ruins of a London warehouse. . . . Even the Coliseum has been 
deprived not only of its shrines, but of its marvellous flora, and in dragging out the roots of its shrubs more of the 
buildings was destroyed than would have fallen naturally perhaps in five centuries.” Augustus Hare, Walks in Rome, 




The Fascist City and the Presence of the Past 
 
The idea that the modern state should find legitimacy and identity through recourse to a 
glorious forebear was shared by both the Liberals and the Fascists but, paradoxically, 
Mussolini’s close identification with Rome was not without some initial misgivings about the 
compatibility of the city with notions of what a proper “Fascist city” should be.  Early in his 
career, when still a socialist, Mussolini shared the lingering distrust of the city and its deadening 
lethargy, the home of Giovanni Giolitti’s bourgeois democracy and its backward looking, ruin- 
obsessed nostalgia.  Lacking both significant industry and a revolutionary working class, it was 
unfit to be truly representative of Italy or to serve as its moral core.38  Mussolini wrote in 1910, 
“Rome, parasitical city of landlords, bootblacks, prostitutes, priests and bureaucrats.  Rome—a 
city without a proletariat class worthy of the name—is not the center of national political life, 
although it is the center and the source of its infection. . . . So enough with the stupid prejudice 
whereby everything, everything, everything must be concentrated in Rome, in this enormous 
vampire-city that sucks the finest blood of the nation.”39  Milan and other industrial cities of the 
north were the true centers of progress and modernity, free of the reminders of the papal 
theocracy and Liberal bureaucracy.  From Milan, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, founder of 
Futurism and modernist hardliner, took aim at Venice, Florence and Rome as passatista rather 
than futurista, retrograde and backward looking cities that were to him “the running sores on the 
                                                 
38 The industrial development of Roma capitale was curbed intentionally by the government for fear it 
might give rise to a restive working class. The city was to be purely an administrative and “intellectual” center. For 
the details of this decision, see Eberhard Schroeter, “Rome’s First National State Architecture: The Palazzo delle 
Finanze,” in Art and Architecture in the Service of Politics, ed. Henry A. Millon and Linda Nochlin (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1978), 128-49.  
 
39 “Roma, città parassitaria di affittacamere, di lustrascarpe, di prostitute, di preti e di burocrati, Roma—
città senza proletariato degno di questo nome—non è il centro della vita politica nazionale, ma sibbene il centro e il 
focolare d’infezione della vita politica nazionale . . . .  Basta, dunque, con lo stupido pregiudizio unitario per cui 
tutto, tutto, tutto dev’essere concentrato in Roma—in questa enorme città-vampiro che succhia il miglior sangue 
della nazione.” “Il giornalismo della capitale,” La Lotta di Classe, 17 September 1910, quoted in Emilio Gentile, 
Fascismo di pietra (Rome: Laterza, 2007), 31. Mussolini, Opera omnia, vol. 3, ed. Edoardo Susmel and Duilio 
Susmel (Florence: La Fenice, 1952), 190-91. 
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face of the peninsula,”40 that were “[languishing] under the leprosy of ruins.”41 The cities of the 
present were the industrial cities of the north, Milan, Turin, and Genoa, cities that shared the 
dynamism of velocità and of “il regno della macchina.”42  In an essay of June 1910, Marinetti 
described how one night he drove into Rome, entering through Porta San Sebastiano, and sped 
towards the Arch of Constantine.  Just as he came to the Aqueduct of Nero he careened into a 
rock which had been obscured on the dark road, a fragment of the Neronian ruins.  His car 
damaged, he sees this as a symbol of the backward looking and dolorous Romans, and shouts 
with scorn: “Save yourselves if you can! You have to isolate the ruins of ancient Rome, which 
are more pestilent and deadly that the plague and cholera!  You must dig a deep trench, and 
surround it with a large impenetrable wall to fence in all those Roman remains . . . . ”43   
Needless to say, the image of the ruins of Rome as vectors of cultural contagion was 
turned on its head by Fascism’s valorization of the Roman imperial past, but cities themselves, 
whether old or new, were treated with distaste by some strands of Fascist political philosophy.  
The strong anti-urbanism within Fascism was captured in Mussolini’s slogan sfollare le città 
(empty the cities), a rallying cry that produced policy and planning responses similar to the 
                                                 
 
40 F. T. Marinetti, speech of March 1912 to the Lyceum Club, London, translated in Reyner Banham, 
Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1980), 123-24. This speech was first 
delivered in June 1910 under the title “Contro Firenze e Roma, piaghe purulente della nostra Penisola,” and is 
reproduced in F. T. Marinetti, Futurismo e fascismo (Foligno: F. Campitelli, 1924), 42-44. 
 
41 “. . . Langue sotto la sua lebbra di rovine.” F. T. Marinetti, Futurismo e fascismo, 43. See also Luigi 
Scrivo, Sintesi del futurismo: Storia e documenti (Rome: M. Bulzoni, 1968), which collects a number of the 
futurists’ writings. 
 
42 F. T. Marinetti, Futurismo e fascismo, 43. See also Kostof, The Third Rome, 30. 
 
43 “Si salva chi può! Voi dovete isolare i ruderi dell’antica Roma, più epidemici e più mortiferi della peste e 
del colera! Bisogna che voi scaviate un profondo fossato e innalziate un gran muro circolare per chiudere in un 
recinto impenetrabile tutti quei resti di mura romane . . . .” From the speech “Contro Firenze e Roma, piaghe 
purulente della nostra Penisola,” in F. T. Marinetti, Futurismo e fascismo, 44. 
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reformist remedy to the real and perceived horrors of the industrial slums of the Victorian city.44  
By the late 1920s this led in Italy to a push towards decentralization and a corresponding drive to 
decongest the cities through the construction of new towns.  In the first part of his famous 
Ascension Day Speech (Discorso dell’Ascensione) delivered before the Chamber of Deputies on 
26 May 1927, Mussolini outlined the demographic state of the nation and detailed the curative 
measures the regime would pursue in the coming years.45  He associated many of the ills of 
modern Italy—alcoholism, disease, declining fertility—with urbanization, especially the modern 
industrial city of the type Marinetti had so lauded.46  In order to properly safeguard “the fate of 
the race,” he argued that the “physical health of the people should take first place” in the state’s 
policies.47  According to Fascist ideologues, women were the strength of families, just as 
families were the strength of the state.48  To support families and encourage fertility, the regime 
introduced a number of measures, such as the foundation in 1925 of the National Organization 
for Mothers and Infants (Opera Nazionale di Maternità ed Infanzia), and proposed a program of 
                                                 
 
44 “Cifre e deduzioni: Sfollare le città,” was the title of a newspaper article by Mussolini published in Il 
Popolo d’Italia on 22 November 1928. Mussolini’s text on “emptying the cities” is reproduced in Mussolini, Opera 
omnia, vol. 23, ed. Edoardo Susmel and Duilio Susmel (Florence: La Fenice, 1957), 256-58. 
 
45 Mussolini, “Il Discorso dell’Ascensione,” Opera omnia, vol. 22, 360-90. 
 
46 Paolo Napoli, in a text on Fascist art and architecture, asserted that unhealthy houses cause a drop in the 
birthrate because if a father is disenchanted with his house he will be neglectful of his family. Napoli, Arte e 
architettura in regime fascista (Rome: Guanella, 1938), 49. Rural areas, in contradistinction to the degenerative ills 
of the city, were defined by their inhabitants’ discipline, sobriety and fecundity. The more developed German 
corollary to this thinking is explored in Barbara Miller Lane, Architecture and Politics in Germany, 1918-1945 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968). 
 
47 “È evidente che, in uno Stato bene ordinato, la cura della salute fisica del popolo deve essere al primo 
posto.” Mussolini, “Il Discorso dell’Ascensione,” Opera omnia, vol. 22, 361. On the demographic programs, see 
Carl Ipsen, Dictating Demography: The Problem of Population in Fascist Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1996); and David Horn, Social Bodies: Science, Reproduction, and Italian Modernity (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1994).   
 
48 The family was considered to be “the most distant outpost of government power.” Victoria De Grazia, 
How Fascism Ruled Women: Italy, 1922-45 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 79. De Grazia reveals 
and examines the manifold contradictions and incongruities that derived from this stance.   
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ruralization that would reverse the emptying of the countryside: “Between ‘super-city’ and 
‘super-village,’ I am for ‘super-village,’” Mussolini asserted in 1927.49  It was these doctrinal 
attitudes that led to the creation of a series of città nuove (new towns) across the Italian peninsula 
comparable, at least in their dispersal of the population from an overcrowded center to smaller, 
self-supporting cities, to the “garden cities” proposed by Ebenezer Howard’s utopian treatise To-
morrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform (1898).50  
Ultimately however, the adoption of Rome as the center and seat of Fascist power had 
about it the same inevitability as it had for the Liberal regime.  Ancient Rome had been an 
                                                 
 
49 “Con questo quinquennio si chiude la politica a favore delle città, che hanno avuto dal Regime tutti i 
contributi e tutti i concorsi per il loro abbellimento e i loro bisogni. Bisogna quindi intensificare da oggi la politica a 
favore del villaggio. Fra ‘stracittà’ e ‘stravillaggio,’ io sono per lo ‘stravillaggio.’” Quoted in Giuseppe Tassinari, La 
bonifica integrale nel decennale della legge Mussolini (Rome: Arti Grafiche ‘Aldina,’ 1939), 18. The bitterly 
contested debate between stracittà and strapaese (essentially between modernism and traditionalism) was a 
hallmark of the period. It pitted the urban, cosmopolitan elite against the provincial, rural populists, but both 
movements were often internally incoherent and riven by contradictions. Though essentially a movement of 
literature and the arts, Strapaese became embroiled in the debate over architectural style in April 1933 when Leo 
Longanesi and Mino Maccari attacked Rationalist architecture in their journal Il Selvaggio. See Luciano Patetta, 
L’architettura in Italia 1919-43: Le polemiche (Milan: Clup, 1972), 338; and Giorgio Luti, Cronache letterarie tra 
le due guerre (Bari: Laterza, 1966). 
 
50 The providential link between racial “health” and ruralization was made explicit by Mussolini in 1928 
when he stated, “redeem the earth; and with the earth, man; and with men, the race.” Arrigo Serpieri, “Bonifica,” 
Appendix I, Enciclopedia italiana di scienze, lettere ed arti (1938), 299, quoted and translated in Henry A. Millon, 
“Some New Towns in Italy in the 1930s” in Art and Architecture in the Service of Politics, ed. Henry A. Millon and 
Linda Nochlin (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1978), 326. Ruralization was intimately tied to the Fascist program of land 
reclamation and improvement (Bonifica integrale), especially in the Pontine Marshes to the south of Rome where 
malaria was endemic. On this point see Frank M. Snowden, The Conquest of Malaria: Italy, 1900-1962 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 142-80. As Millon describes, Luigi Piccinato, the principal architect of the 
most well known of these towns, Sabaudia, felt that the advances in mass transportation and industrial organization 
would inevitably lead to the dissolution of the traditional city, to be superseded by smaller, interlinked communal 
centers each defined by a particular function, whether it be industry, art, education, or agriculture, of which last type 
Sabaudia and Littoria were the first examples. Such changes could not come quickly enough for Piccinato, who 
wrote: “The grand nineteenth-century city—with its mistaken belief in industrial overproduction which no longer 
finds a market outlet; its insistence on the aggregation of large numbers of people; the physical and moral evils 
brought about by the lack of space, air and sun; the general sense of misery imposed by an unbalanced and false 
economy based on unnatural principles—is seen by urban planners today as a disease, a case of elephantiasis, a 
gross mistake.”  Piccinato, “The Importance of Sabaudia,” Urbanisticà (Jan-Feb 1934), translated in Richard 
Burdett, ed., Sabaudia 1933. Città nuova fascista (London: The Architectural Association, 1981), 14. In his article 
Piccinato traces his disurbanist discourse and the need for urban decentralization to the conceptions of Ebenezer 
Howard and Arturo Soria y Mata. The new towns are analyzed in Riccardo Mariani, Fascismo e “città nuove” 
(Milan: Giangiacomo, 1976); Tonino Mirabella and Antonio Parisella, Architetture dell’Agro Pontino (Latina: 
L’Argonauta, 1988); and Diane Ghirardo, Building New Communities: New Deal America and Fascist Italy 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989).  
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empire of cities, the universal church was headquartered in Rome, as was the Kingdom of Italy, 
and so Fascism must also be known by its urban splendor.  But first the city had to be cleared of 
the fetid miasma of Liberal and papal lethargy.  Indeed, before Mussolini as the new Caesar 
metaphorically crossed the Rubicon in his March on Rome, he spoke of the need to recapture the 
city and restore it to its former glory.  With the arrival of the Fascists, he said, the city and the 
peninsula as a whole would be “purified, disinfected of all the elements that corrupt and sully it; 
we seek to make Rome the beating heart, the vigorous spirit of the imperial Italy of which we 
dream.”51  Fascism was to be an anti-mephitic, neutralizing the stultifying vapours of the papal 
imperium.  Notwithstanding his earlier distaste for the city, it was Mussolini himself who, in a 
number of well-known speeches, made the idea of Rome—or romanità, the ineffable and all-
pervasive spirit of ancient Roman tradition—central to the ideological conception of Fascism.52  
It became a fundamental component of the vast propagandistic apparatus that permeated many 
aspects of public life during the Fascist ventennio. Fascist dogma assigned the myth of ancient 
Rome a central place in its aesthetic and ideological framework, and in would inform many of 
the changes wrought on the physiognomy of the city.  The essential invocation of the myth of 
Rome was clearly stated by Mussolini on 21 April 1922, the 2,675th anniversary of the founding 
                                                 
 
51 “E noi pensiamo di fare di Roma la città del nostro spirito, una città, cioè, depurata, disinfettata da tutti 
gli elemnti che la corrompono e la infangano; pensiamo di fare di Roma il cuore pulsante, lo spirito alacre dell’Italia 
imperiale che noi sogniamo.” Mussolini, Opera omnia, vol. 18, 412. Speech of 20 September 1922. Translated in 
Joshua Arthurs, Excavating Modernity (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2012), 27.  
 
52 For the manifold references to the idea of Rome in Mussolini’s speeches, see Governatorato di Roma, 
Roma nel pensiero del Duce (Rome: Governatorato di Roma, 1943). On romanità, see Eugènie Strong, “Romanità 
through the Ages,” Journal Of Roman Studies 29 (1939): 137-66; Romke Visser, “Fascist Doctrine and the Cult of 
Romanità,” Journal of Contemporary History 27 (1992): 5-22; Jan Nelis, “Constructing Fascist Identity: Benito 
Mussolini and the Myth of Romanità,” Classical World 100, no. 4 (2007): 391-415; and Joshua Arthurs, Excavating 




of Rome, in an article entitled “The Past and the Future” in the newspaper Il Popolo d’Italia.53  
To celebrate Rome, he began, was to “celebrate our kind of civilization, to exalt our history and 
our race.”  He continued:   
Rome is our point of departure and our point of reference; it is our symbol or, if you 
wish, our myth.  We dream of a Roman Italy, which is wise and strong, disciplined and 
imperial.  Much of that which was once the immortal spirit of Rome has risen again in 
Fascism: the fasces are Roman, our military organization is Roman, our pride is Roman, 
as is our courage: civis romanus sum.54  
 
But the explicit connection between ancient Rome and the contemporary city was made 
by Mussolini on 31 December 1925, in a speech marking the abolishment of the communal city 
government and the institution of the Governatorato.55  Standing in the Hall of the Horatii and 
Curiatii in the Campidolglio, he gave a speech at the installation of the city’s first Fascist 
governor, Filippo Cremonesi, entitled “The New Rome.”56  Addressing the governor, Il Duce set 
out the regime’s plans for the future of the capital.  Within five years, he commanded, Rome 
would be transformed into a city that would “appear marvelous to all the people of the world: 
vast, orderly, powerful, as it was in the time of the empire of Augustus.”     
                                                 
53 Mussolini, “Passato e avvenire,” Il Popolo d’Italia, 21 April 1922. Mussolini, Opera omnia, vol. 18, 
160-61. 
 
54 “Celebrare il natale di Roma significa celebrare il nostro tipo di civiltà, significa esaltare la nostra storia e 
la nostra razza . . . . Roma è il nostro punto di partenza e di riferimento; è il nostro simbolo o, se si vuole, il nostro 
mito. Noi sogniamo l'Italia romana, cioè saggia e forte, disciplinata e imperiale. Molto di quel che fu lo spirito 
immortale di Roma risorge nel fascismo: romano è il Littorio, romana è la nostra organizzazione di combattimento, 
romano è il nostro orgoglio e il nostro coraggio: ‘Civis romanus sum.’” Ibid. 
 
55 The establishment of the Governatorate was sanctioned by decree-law n. 1949, October 28, 1925. For a 
history of this institution, see Alberto Caracciolo, I sindicati di Roma (Rome: Donizelli, 1993); Marco De Nicolò, 
“Città multipla, città dimezzata: La capitale tra Stato e amministrazione locale, 1870-1944,” Roma moderna e 
contemporanea 7, no. 1-2 (1999): 57-82; Marco De Nicolò, “Il Campidoglio liberale, il Governatorato, e la 
Resistenza,” in Roma capitale, ed. Vittorio Vidotto (Rome: Laterza, 2002), 73-123; and Paola Salvatori, Il 
Governatorato di Roma: L’amministrazione della capitale durante il fascismo (Milan: FrancoAngeli, 2006).   
 
56 Mussolini, “La nuova Roma,” Opera omnia, vol. 22, 47-49 = Per l’insediamento del primo governatore 
di Roma Filippo Cremonesi (Rome: Bestetti e Tumminelli, [1925]). It is interesting to note that a similar transfer of 
power had been managed by Mussolini’s ancient hero, emperor Augustus, when the provision of urban services, 
formerly seen to by an elected body, was put in the hands of an imperially appointed cadre.     
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You will continue to free the trunk of the great oak from everything that still obscures it. 
You will create open spaces around the Augusteo [Mausoleum of Augustus], the Theatre 
of Marcellus, the Capitoline and the Pantheon.  Everything that has grown up around 
them in the centuries of decadence must disappear.  Within five years, the mass of the 
Pantheon must be visible across a large area from Piazza Colonna.  You will also free the 
majestic temples of Christian Rome from parasitic and profane constructions.  The 
millenarian monuments of our history must loom gigantic in their necessary solitude.  
Then the Third Rome will expand across other hills, along the banks of the sacred river, 
to the beaches of the Tyrrhenian Sea. You will clear the monumental streets of Rome of 
the foolish contamination of tramways, but provide the most modern means of 
communication to the new towns that will rise in a ring around the ancient city.  A 
straight road that will be the longest and the broadest in the world will carry the force of 
Mare Nostrum [i.e., the Mediterranean] from arisen Ostia to the heart of the city where 
the Unknown Soldier keeps vigil.57   
 
The establishment of the Governatorato, under the direct control of the Party leadership, meant 
that the considerable resources of the state could be lavished on its first city.  In line with 
Mussolini’s exhortation, exposing and exploiting the remains of the historical city became 
explicit policy of the regime.  This speech was the prelude to unparalleled archaeological and 
urban interventions in the city that made manifest the link between the Rome of Mussolini and 
the Rome of Augustus.58  Large scale excavations were undertaken in Rome, and also in the 
                                                 
 
57 “Fra cinque anni Roma deve apparire meravigliosa a tutte le genti del mondo: vasta, ordinata, potente 
come fu nei tempi del primo Impero di Augusto. Voi continuerete a liberare il tronco della grande quercia da tutto 
ciò che ancora l’aduggia. Farete largo attorno all’Augusteo, al Teatro Marcello, al Campidoglio, al Pantheon. Tutto 
ciò che vi crebbe attorno nei secoli della decandenza, deve scomparire. Entro cinque anni da piazza Colonna, per un 
grande varco, deve essere visibile la mole del Pantheon. Voi libererete anche dalle costruzioni parassitarie e profane 
i Templi maestosi della Roma Cristiana. I monumenti millenari della nostra storia devono giganteggiare nella 
necessaria solitudine. Quindi la terza Roma si dilaterà sopra altri colli lungo le rive del fiume sacro sino alle spiaggie 
del Tirreno. Voi toglierete dalle strade monumentali di Roma la stolta contaminazione tramviaria, ma darete 
modernissimi mezzi di comunicazione alle nuove città che sorgeranno in anello, attorno all’antica. Un rettilineo che 
dovrà essere il più lungo ed il più largo del mondo porterà l’empito del Mare Nostrum da Ostia risorta sino nel cuore 
della Città dove veglia l’Ignoto.” Benito Mussolini, Per l’insediamento del primo governatore di Roma Filippo 
Cremonesi, n.p. 
 
58 See in particular, Giuseppe Bottai, L’Italia d’Augusto e l’Italia d’oggi (Rome: Istituto di Studi Romani, 
1937); Emilio Balbo, Protagonisti dei due imperi di Roma, Augusto e Mussolini (Rome: Casa Editrice 
Pinciana,1941); Filippo Speciale, Augusto fondatore dell’impero romano, il Duce fondatore dell’impero italiano 
(Treviso: Tip. Ed. Trevigiana, 1937); Tito Vezio, Le due marce su Roma: Giulio Cesare e Benito Mussolini 
(Mantua: Edizioni Paladino, 1923); Giovanni Viganoni, Mussolini e i Cesari (Milan: ed. ‘Ultra’, 1933). For a list of 
books, both Italian and foreign, published on Augustus during this period, see Massimo Pallottino, “Profili di 
Augusto,” Roma 18 (1940): 168-78; and Mariella Cagnetta, “Il mito di Augusto e la ‘rivoluzione’ fascista,” 
Quaderni di Storia 2, no. 3 (1976): 168-70 n. 6. 
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other famous Roman cities on the peninsular, prime among them Ostia, Pompeii and 
Herculaneum, where ongoing excavations were pursued with renewed vigor.  The Roman past 
was not viewed with romantic melancholy and nostalgia; instead, its structures and forms were 
resurrected and refashioned to bolster the regime’s claims to political legitimacy.  The vast 
program of excavations carried out under the regime was perhaps the most tangible way in which 
a causal relationship could be made between the artifacts of the past and the modern world.59  
The urban policies of the sventramenti (“disembowelings”) whereby great swathes of the old 
fabric of Rome were cut through, were a result of Mussolini’s directive that the “millenarian 
monuments” of the past must be freed of the “parasitic and profane constructions” of the 
centuries of decadence so that they may “loom gigantic in their necessary solitude.”  These 
transformations in the center of the city were pursued with two primary goals in mind, one 
mundane, the other symbolic or, as Mussolini termed them, “problems of necessity” and 
“problems of grandeur”: to ease the flow of traffic through the center of the city, and to isolate 
and display the monuments of antiquity.  Speaking on the 2,677th birthday of Rome, 21 April 
1924, Mussolini made clear that the modern city would be created out of the cloth of the old:  
I should like to divide the problems of Rome, the Rome of this twentieth century, into 
two categories: the problems of necessity and the problems of grandeur.  One cannot 
confront the latter unless the first have been resolved.  The problems of necessity rise 
from the growth of Rome, and are encompassed in this binomial: housing and 
communications.  The problems of grandeur are of another kind: we must liberate all of 
ancient Rome from the mediocre construction that disfigures it, but side by side with the 
Rome of antiquity and Christianity we must also create the monumental Rome of the 
twentieth century.  Rome cannot, must not, be solely a modern city, in the by now banal 
sense of the word; it must be a city worthy of its own glory, and this glory must be 
                                                 
 
59 Mario Zocca records the principal “opere di valorizzazione del patrimonio archeologico”: the 
“isolamento” of the Capitoline and of the Theatre of Marcellus, the “sistemazione” of the Forum Holitorium, the 
Forum Boarium, and the Velabrum, the reorganization of the imperial fora, the “parco traianeo,” Via dei Trionfi, 
and the Circus Maximus, the excavation of the Republican temples in Largo Argentina, and the isolation of the 
Mausoleum of Augustus.  Zocca, “Roma capitale d’Italia,” in Topografia e urbanistica di Roma, Ferdinando 
Castagnoli et al. (Bologna: Licinio Capelli, 1958), 656; Manacorda and Tamassia, Il piccone del regime, 170-71.   
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renewed tirelessly so as to hand it down to the generations to come as the legacy of the 
fascist age.60 
 
In many cases these planning priorities worked in tandem—indeed it is often impossible to 
separate the archaeological work that valorized the Caesars from the urbanism that took account 
of the exigencies of the automobile.  The past was revived by selective erasures and edits made 
to the many-layered palimpsest of the city. 
The pressure to call forth the glories of the classical past was felt in all areas of culture, 
broadly conceived, including architecture, sculpture, painting and especially archaeology.  The 
myth of Rome was central to Fascism’s self-definition, saturating its habits of phrase and action, 
its symbols and its rituals.  As Simonetta Fraquelli writes, “Eagles, Roman standards, and she-
wolves gradually infiltrated many aspects of everyday life in Italy from advertising to school 
textbooks, even to SPQR inscriptions on drain covers.”61  It was to foster such parallels between 
ancient and modern that the Party adopted the fasces as its symbol, that Mussolini was referred 
to as Dux, that the Party faithful hailed their leader with the Roman salute, and the soldiers 
strutted the passo romano—the goose-step.62  Archaeology was particularly important because it 
                                                 
 
60 “I problemi di Roma, la Roma di questo ventesimo secolo, mi piace dividerli in due categorie: i problemi 
della necessità e i problemi della grandezza. Non si possono affrontare questi ultimi, se i primi non siano stati 
risoluti. I problemi della necessità sgorgano dallo sviluppo di Roma e si racchiudono in questo binomio: case e 
comunicazioni. I problemi della grandezza sono d’altra specie. Bisogna liberare dalle deturpazioni mediocri tutta la 
Roma antica, ma accanto all’antica e alla medievale, bisogna creare la monumentale Roma del ventesimo secolo. 
Roma non può, non deve essere soltanto una città moderna, nel senso banale della parola; deve essere una città 
degna della sua gloria, e questa gloria deve rinnovare incessantemente per tramandarla, come retaggio dell’età 
fascista, alle generazioni che verranno.” Mussolini, “Per la cittadinanza di Roma,” Opera omnia, vol. 20, 234-36. 
Translated in Agnew, Rome (Chichester: Wiley, 1995), 48. 
 
61 Simonetta Fraquelli, “All Roads Lead to Rome,” in Art and Power: Europe under the Dictators 1930-45, 
comp. Dawn Ades et al. (London: Hayward Gallery; Thames and Hudson, 1995), 130. Jeffrey Schnapp argues that 
this “overproduction” of signs was made “in order to compensate for, fill in, and cover up [Fascism’s] unstable 
ideological core.” Jeffrey Schnapp, Staging Fascism: 18BL and the Theater of Masses for Masses (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1996), 6. 
 
62 Though the passo romano was only officially adopted in March 1938, Mussolini had much earlier 
suggested its use by regional fascist legions.  According to Simonetta Falasca-Zamponi, “on April 3, 1921, 
Mussolini, proclaiming the Birth of Rome a fascist holiday, suggested adopting the passo romano as a way of 
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was the material remains of the past that could be used to validate Fascism’s cultural and 
imperial pretensions (just as it had been sympathetic to the nationalism of the Liberal regime).  
Though the ideological reuse of the past was by no means a peculiarly Fascist phenomenon—one 
thinks of the American excavations of the Athenian Agora during this period—in Rome it was 
amongst the most systematic.63  The renewed authority given classical antiquity meant that 
architects, archaeologists and art historians (the restorers, chroniclers and interpreters of this 
past), were put in charge of major architectural and planning schemes which attempted to link 
the Rome of the Caesars with the Rome of Mussolini, and through their participation lent 
professional and scholarly legitimacy to the regime’s projects.  The dual role of destruction and 
reconstruction that archaeology and architecture entails in an historic city meant that these same 
people stood squarely at the center of Mussolini’s desire to build the modern city of Rome within 
the heart of the ancient one.64  It is for this reason that there was considerable overlap in the 
membership of the committees that developed the 1931 Master Plan of Rome, that devised the 
                                                                                                                                                             
celebrating the festival,” and took pains to make clear that the style of march was Roman, not German, in origin. 
Simonetta Falasca-Zamponi, Fascist Spectacle: The Aesthetics of Power in Mussolini’s Italy (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1997), 113-15.   
 
63 The study of archaeology and its disciplinary sympathy to the needs of nationalisms has a vast 
bibliography. See for example: Bettina Arnold, “The Past as Propaganda: Totalitarian Archaeology in Nazi 
Germany,” Antiquity 64 (1990): 464-78; Peter Gathercole and David Lowenthal, eds., The Politics of the Past 
(London: Unwin Hyman, 1990); Philip Kohl and Clare Fawcett, eds., Nationalism, Politics, and the Practice of 
Archaeology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); John Atkinson, Ian Banks and Jerry O’Sullivan, eds., 
Nationalism and Archaeology (Glasgow: Cruithne Press, 1996); Margarita Diaz-Andreu and Timothy Champion, 
eds., Nationalism and Archaeology in Europe (London: UCL Press, 1996); Paul Graves-Brown, Siân Jones and 
Clive Gamble, eds., Cultural Identity and Archaeology: The Construction of European Communities (London: 
Routledge, 1996); Yannis Hamilakis, “Through the Looking Glass: Nationalism, Archaeology and the Politics of 
Identity,” Antiquity 70 (1996): 975-78; Neil Asher Silberman, Between Past and Present: Archaeology, Ideology, 
and Nationalism in the Modern Middle East (New York: Henry Holt, 1989); Lynn Meskell, Archaeology under 
Fire: Nationalism, Politics and Heritage in the Eastern Mediterranean and Middle East (London: Routledge, 1998); 
Nadia Abu El-Haj, Facts on the Ground. Archaeological Practice and Territorial Self-fashioning in Israeli Society 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001); and Michael Galaty and Charles Wilkinson, eds., Archaeology under 
Dictatorship (New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2004).  
 
64 While the sventramenti of Rome are the most widely known, similar planning principles were behind the 
transformation of the historic districts of many other Italian cities, including Palermo, Viterbo, Lucca, Sassari, 
Benevento, Milan, Avellino, Cantanzaro, Ferrara, Triest, Naples, Genoa, Como, Bergamo, Cremona, Mantua, 
Pesaro, Brunico, Lecce, Taranto and Alessandria. 
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programs of archaeological excavations, and that judged the most important architectural 
competitions.65  
 
Foro Mussolini to Foro Italico: Ancient Monuments in the Modern City 
 
 Mussolini’s call for the refurbishment and reordering of the city in the image of Fascism 
was first answered in a 1925-27 proposal by Armando Brasini that would have “systematized” 
the Campus Martius, and created at its center the Foro Mussolini.66  This area of the city is 
contained within a large loop of the Tiber to the north of the Capitoline hill and west of the 
Corso, a floodplain which in antiquity was consecrated to the god of war, Mars.  By the time of 
Augustus the Campus Martius had been built up with a spectacular collection of public 
monuments, among them the (first) Pantheon, a basilica dedicated to Neptune, the Baths of 
Agrippa, the Mausoleum of Augustus, and the Altar of Augustan Peace.  It was one of the few 
areas of Rome that remained densely populated following the decline of the empire, becoming 
the crowded and picturesque center of the medieval and Renaissance city.  Brasini sought to 
renew its preeminence within the city not only because of the unparalleled significance of its 
ancient remains, but also because of its contemporary importance: since 1871 the Camera dei 
Deputati (Parliament) had been housed in Bernini’s Palazzo Montecitorio and, even more 
significantly, at that time Mussolini maintained his headquarters in the Palazzo Chigi, from 
whose second-floor balcony he addressed the cheering masses, and thus was at the time the 
                                                 
 
65 Governatorato di Roma, Piano regolatore di Roma (Milan: Treves-Treccani-Tumminelli, 1931).  
 
66 Armando Brasini, Sistemazione del Campo Marzio: La Via Imperiale, il Foro Mussolini (n.p., 1927). The 
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political center of Fascist Rome.67  These two Romes would be conjoined by carving out vast 
ceremonial spaces about ancient monuments and juxtaposing them with grandiose monuments to 
Fascism. 
Brasini took as his starting point Mussolini’s order to restore to Rome its ancient 
physiognomy while answering “the necessities of art and above all, traffic.”68  The “fundamental 
conception” of his scheme, he wrote, was to “connect the Temple of Agrippa [i.e., the Pantheon] 
and the Mausoleum of Augustus with a monumental artery worthy of imperial Rome and at the 
same time definitively solve the traffic problem.”69  It called for the creation of the Via 
Imperiale, 5 kilometers long and 40 meters wide, a colonnaded contemporary consular highway 
running from Piazzale Flaminio to the north and cutting through the historic heart of the city (fig. 
2.10).  It envisaged massive sventramenti along its course.  Its broad swathe ran along the eastern 
edge of the Quartiere del Rinascimento (Renaissance quarter), towards the “liberated” 
Mausoleum of Augustus and the reconstituted Altar of Augustan Peace, which became the dual 
anchors of the Foro della Vittoria, a piazza which lay on axis with a new Foro Sabaudio, 
dedicated to the royal house (Savoy).  The Via Imperiale continued southwards and, passing the 
new Via Vaticana that afforded a view of the dome of Saint Peter’s down its axis, opened onto 
the Foro Mussolini, created by joining Piazza Colonna and Piazza Montecitorio (fig. 2.11).  
                                                 
  
67 Palazzo Chigi was the seat of the Foreign Ministry (a consequential portfolio Mussolini claimed for 
himself from 1922-29 and 1932-36), while its location also provided Mussolini a convenient aerie from which to 
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Although Brasini was careful to pay homage to the other two foci of power within the city, the 
king and the pope, this was the grandiose center of his scheme.  It was an L-shaped forum, 
anchored at its corner by a new Teatro dell’Opera (to be called the Teatro Mussolini).  One arm 
extended eastwards towards the Corso, past the Palazzo Montecitorio and Palazzo Chigi 
(Mussolini’s office) in front of which Brasini placed a spina as if the area were an ancient circus, 
embellished with the fountain of Piazza Colonna, the Column of Marcus Aurelius, the 
Montecitorio obelisk (re-transformed into the gnomon of a solar clock) and two giant marble 
cippi inscribed with the fasces (fig. 2.12).  The other arm had at its center the Pantheon, cleared 
of surrounding structures, standing alone in its own sunken court at the ancient street level.  In 
the vicinity were other ancient monuments, newly “freed” from later buildings, such as the 
fragmentary colonnade of the Temple of Deified Hadrian, which had made up one wall of the 
Stock Exchange, which was to be demolished.  The road then continued southwards before 
debouching at Largo Argentina.  The entire scheme has an inflated stage-set like grandiosity that 
one associates with the Hollywood spectaculars of D. W. Griffiths,  or their Italian equivalents 
such as Arturo Ambrosio’s Gli ultimi giorni di Pompeii or Giovanni Pastrone’s Cabiria.70     
This audacious plan drew international attention, and was praised in the New York Times  
with hyperbole that might have been written by a Fascist press officer. “The Roman skies are full 
of portent, and already the song of the singing pick is heard,” effused the author.  He continued: 
Everywhere, in this district, old buildings that have no honest bearing upon antiquity, or 
that do not fit into the new scheme, are to be demolished.  Space and light and air will 
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replace the romantic maze that now exists.  If the foreigner who knows and loves his 
Rome feels apprehensive, he is assured that while he must be prepared to find a good 
many of the former aspects of the city changed, he need not fear that the builders of New 
Rome are vandals.  Indeed, the very cornerstone of the scheme of reconstruction is a 
desire to preserve all that is most revered, freeing it, at the same time, from cluttering or 
enveloping environment—product of centuries of indiscriminate and short-sighted 
construction.71 
 
The “new Caesar,” Mussolini, had already set the transformation of the city in motion.  In April 
1925 the first issue of Capitolium, the magazine of the Governorate, carried an article that 
succinctly described Brasini’s scheme and interpreted the plan’s essential character: “The 
designer has been inspired by the criterion of creating in the heart of old Rome a modern center 
with spacious areas within which the valuable monuments of the past are set like jewels, even 
placed in high relief.”72  Nevertheless, even the writer of this favorable article expressed 
reservations about the loss of portions of the “inimitable characteristic beauty of the old center of 
the city.”  However much care was taken, “true architectural gems or irreplaceable historic 
remains” would inevitably give way before the swinging pickaxe.73 
 Though Brasini’s plan seems to have met with the Duce’s approval,74 it was superseded 
by competing private proposals that were exhibited in Rome at the Twelfth Congress of the 
International Federation for Housing and Town Planning in September 1929.  These two plans, 
made by groups under the leadership of Gustavo Giovannoni and Marcello Piacentini 
respectively, were in part devised as a response to the Piranesian excesses—the “flame and 
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73 Capitolium 1, no. 1 (1925): 32, translated in Clinton and Wilkin, Armando Brasini, [9]. 
  
74 Clinton and Wilkin, Armando Brasini, [9]. See also the letter from Mussolini to Ludovico Spada 
Potenziani, Governor of Rome, of 14 April 1928, ACS, SPD, Carteggio Ordinario 1922-43, b. 59, fasc. 500.019/I 
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dazzle” 75—of Brasini’s massively destructive scheme, though both foresaw extensive alterations 
and demolitions within the city themselves.76  The congress was officially opened on 12 
September 1929, at the Campidoglio by Francesco Boncompagni Ludovisi, the Governor of 
Rome.  In welcoming the delegates, he remarked that many of the problems to be tackled by the 
congress could be found in Rome, first among them “the conflict between the requirements of 
our time and the necessity of respecting the past.”77  The question of how to deal with historic 
monuments within a modernizing metropolis was a central concern of Italian city planning in the 
1920s and 1930s, made all the more pressing by Mussolini’s call for the refurbishment of the city 
and all the more complicated by his directive that the Fascist city should bask in the reflected 
authority of the monuments of antiquity.  In line with this emphasis, two of the principal sessions 
were held under the rubrics “Replanning Old and Historic Towns to Meet Modern Conditions” 
and “Methods of Planning for the Expansion of Towns, with Special Reference to Old and 
Historic Towns.”  At the congress the landscape of Rome, its monuments and ruins, formed the 
ground for a confrontation between the imperatives of preserving the symbols of the past and 
planning for the future development of the city.  Within the city these priorities were two faces of 
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a coin, the alter egos of Fascism’s ambivalent modernism that made the inherent contradiction 
between “necessity” and “grandeur” especially difficult to resolve.  The necessity of preserving 
the ruins as evidence of a great past had to be measured against the necessity of providing for the 
exigencies of modern life, which in Rome also meant the need to clear space for the 
scenographic avenues of presentation such as the Via dell’Impero.  This last was often at odds 
with the conservation of ruins, even those ruins that were putatively hailed as symbolically 
significant to the regime.  
 In his opening speech to the congress Giovannoni praised the leadership of Mussolini, 
saying that it combined “a deep respect for the traditional character of quarters and buildings and 
courageous development of the modern town.”78  He proposed three principles for planning 
historic towns, derived from Rome’s experiences over the centuries: 
1. Instead of mixing ancient and modern development it is preferable . . . to encourage the 
development of new centres towards the suburbs, so as to permit both the old and the new 
towns to exist side by side without their needs and character suffering thereby.  By this 
solution one is able to respect the artistic necessities of the one without sacrificing the 
needs of the other, which is impossible if one attempts to change the central zone. 
2.  If new arteries have to be taken through quarters of the old town . . . they must respect, 
as far as possible, the local character. One should not, from a mistaken desire to honor 
historic buildings, increase the open space around them and then erect new buildings.  
These old buildings often stand out in style and line among the modest houses that 
surround them and much of their beauty would be lost were great apartment buildings 
erected in close proximity or if the setting for which they were erected were changed. 
3.  In old quarters where changes are absolutely necessary it is wise to avoid demolition 
on a wide scale and rather to seek to improve hygienic and architectural conditions by 
restoration work . . . .  In this way one could often restore to old quarters their original 
dignity, logic and hygiene.79  
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91 
 
Together these points summarize Giovannoni’s approach to town planning, one that afforded 
space to interventions within the historic city as long as these preserved a location’s ambiente, its 
irreducible and somewhat ineffable character.80  In contradistinction to the destructive zeal of the 
sventramenti, Giovannoni espoused a Sittesque means of city making that turned on the 
metaphor of diradamento, the thinning-out of buildings as one might thin an overgrown garden 
of superfluous, strangling growth to restore it to full health.  Thus to remove all context from a 
given monument, the “minor architecture” that gave scale and contrast to it, would in effect 
render meaningless the monument by separating it from the urban tissue with which it shared a 
symbiotic relationship.81  Such principles were applied in a number of plans devised by members 
of the Gruppo urbanisti romani (GUR, Roman Town Planning Group), a group composed in part 
of young architects such as Luigi Piccinato who had been students of Giovannoni and Piacentini 
at the School of Architecture in Rome.82  Their plans for Padua (1926) and Foggia (1928) 
applied diradamento to the old city centers, while creating new centers beside them, as well as a 
ring of rural borghi (villages) beyond in step with the deurbanizing policies of the regime.83     
                                                 
 
80 Giovannoni’s ideas were set down in his Vecchie città ed edilizia nuova (Turin: Unione tipografico-
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But when it came to the planning of Rome itself, Giovannoni, perhaps cowed by the 
demands of political rhetoric, only unevenly applied his sensibly modulated approach to 
conservation and development within the living fabric of the city.  The plan for Rome presented 
at the congress by La Burbera,84 a group of ten established “traditionalist” architects headed by 
Giovannoni, proposed to create a new city center directly over the old.  Taking its name from an 
ancient Roman winch used in construction, the Burbera scheme proposed a new grand imperial 
forum dedicated to Mussolini at the junction of two new great arteries:85 a cardo and decumanus 
that crossed between Piazza Colonna and Piazza di Spagna (fig. 2.13).  This would have 
involved a massive amount of destruction to the Baroque center of the city—it would have 
irreparably transformed the famous Trivium leading from Piazza del Popolo, for example—even 
as it conserved the Renaissance quarter between the Corso and the river, applying to Rome “the 
principles of classical Roman city planning which the ancient Romans had never dared to apply 
to Rome itself . . . .”86  The forum is defined by a monumental post office and an enormous 
fountain, all of a style that gracelessly mixes Roman with Assyrian and even Pre-Columbian 
motifs, dwarfing the surrounding area (figs. 2.14-2.16).87  This monumental core stood at the 
center of a series of annular roads that isolated the ancient city, essentially delimiting the papal 
city of Rome of 1870 and thus allowing for expansion to occur around the periphery (fig. 2.17).88         
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The second private project was by the young architects of GUR under the leadership of 
Piacentini,89 and it suggested a means of developing the modern city that was altogether different 
from Giovannoni’s.  Its central idea, of which this was an elaboration, had first been put forward 
by Piacentini in 1916 in his On the Preservation of the Beauty of Rome and the Development of 
the Modern City,90 and again in his project for the “Grande Roma” of 1925.91  In these works he 
argued that the fatal error in city planning since 1870 had been the wish to build the modern city 
where it had always been: “But for pity’s sake, let’s stop; . . . Let’s leave the old city as it is and 
develop the new one somewhere else!” he wrote in 1916.92  The incommensurability between a 
desire to preserve the old city and the necessity of equipping it for modern needs, meant that 
neither had been achieved optimally: papal Rome was slowly being nibbled away without any 
significant improvement in traffic circulation.  Building new roads through the old quarters and 
establishing there the requisite grand public buildings would simply create new nodes of activity 
and reintroduce the congestion the sventramenti had been designed to ameliorate.  Instead, the 
GUR plan would preserve the old city by displacing its commercial center to the east, along the 
lines suggested by Quintino Sella in the 1870s, and create satellite towns or suburbs to the south 
east, in the Campagna and Castelli districts (fig. 2.18).93  The new city thus transplanted, 
suggested Piacentini, would allow the “spiritual life” of the old city to be preserved from the 
contamination of modern necessities.  But the modern city still needed a representative center, so 
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GUR separated the old city from the new with a “dorsal spine” which they dubbed Viale 
Mussolini, running along the trace of the old train tracks between Piazza dell’Esedra in the north 
to the relocated Termini station, close to Porta Maggiore (fig. 2.19-2.20).  Along its course 
would lie the ceremonial and administrative apparatus of the city and at its head, opposite the 
Baths of Diocletian, Piacentini placed a grandiose “Foro Littorio” that would become the Civic 
Center and “natural climax to the whole city” (fig. 2.21).94  The monumental centers at the heart 
of these three schemes provided the germ of the idea that would become the Foro Fascista set 
before the Palazzo Littorio. 
 Aspects of each of these schemes were reconciled and consolidated when on 14 April  
1930 Mussolini assembled a commission to develop a new master plan for the city, which 
included the main protagonists behind each of the private proposals, Piacentini, Giovannoni, and 
Brasini.95  Prepared in six months, the 1931 Piano Regolatore (Master Plan) was devised for a 
city of two million and enshrined Mussolini’s directive to “isolate” ancient monuments and 
direct the growth of the city towards the Alban hills and the Mediterranean sea.96  In the main, 
the plan attacked the pressing “problems” of necessity and grandeur, as Mussolini had termed 
them, by creating major traffic arteries through the center of the old town to ameliorate 
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congestion there, and link the center to various developing nodes around the existing city.  The 
main entrance to Rome from the north, the Piazza del Popolo and the trident of streets leading 
from it (Via del Babuino, Via del Corso, and Via di Ripetta), would be left untouched (contra 
Giovannoni’s and Brasini’s schemes), and instead the traffic bottleneck would be relieved by two 
new roads (fig. 2.22).  The first would run along the side of the Pincio to Villa Medici, where it 
would split in two, one branch running from Piazza di Spagna to San Giovanni, and the other 
joining Via Veneto and passing thence to Termini and Porta Pia, thereby joining the north to the 
southeast of the city.  The second would follow the bank of the Tiber to the isolated Mausoleum 
of Augustus (as suggested by Brasini), and then continue southwards to Parliament and the 
Pantheon, and end at Via Arenula.  A third north-south route would parallel the Corso, running 
from Piazza S. Carlo to Piazza Venezia.  These three main north-south routes would be 
supplemented by four east-west routes, which together were the warp and weft of a vast skein 
stretched across the city, arteries that, in the words of Piacentini, had “the great merit of 
segregating the heavy from the light traffic, leaving the latter to the present roads which will be 
conveniently adjusted and improved, and keeping the interposed sectors almost untouched in 
their local character and in their quietness.”97  The plan also foresaw the development of Piazza 
Venezia as a hub of major roads leading through the central archaeological area: Via dell’Impero 
(then called Via dei Monti) would link Piazza Venezia to the Colosseum, and the Via del Mare 
would connect Piazza Venezia and the Piazza Bocca della Verità (fig. 2.23).  The Colosseum 
became the linchpin of two new roads: the Via dei Trionfi would connect it to Porta San Paolo, 
and another (unbuilt) road would run to the Lateran (fig. 2.24).  Via dell’Impero and Via del 
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Mare, “the most beautiful routes in the world,” would pass “through the archaeological zones but 
[leave] them completely unharmed,” wrote Piacentini disingenuously.98   
 Clearly the plan for the city had to deal with the prickly question of what to preserve and 
how to preserve it, though in practice the answer was neither wholly coherent nor stable. The 
makers of this plan were acutely aware of the damage such roads would bring to the fabric of 
parts of the city unfortunate enough to have grown up around imperial Roman remains.  For his 
part, Piacentini glossed over the attendant losses, pleading that the commission had wished to 
“preserve the essential character of the old town,” and leave “completely untouched the old city 
kernel,” but necessity made such hopes unworkable when the Renaissance heart of Rome 
remained its modern center.  In the commission’s report presented to Mussolini, Piacentini stated 
that: “The preservation of monuments of past times must not be intended only because of their 
simple material tangibility, but rather because of our love of them and of their settings.  We want 
to assert that the transformations proposed in our scheme for Rome’s central part can only be 
accepted if controlled by rigorous rules so as to leave completely unharmed what may be called 
the ‘local color’ of the different sites.”99  In the event, the plan provided a legal framework for 
development rather than specific guidelines; much of the work accomplished in Rome after 1931 
differed significantly from the plan itself, as each project followed a more particular plan (piano 
particolareggiato) of expropriation and rebuilding, variants that became operative just as the 
master plan was approved.100  According to Virgilio Testa of the Rome planning department, 
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such local plans would ensure that “traffic and hygiene should not prejudice (but actually 
facilitate) the conservation and augmentation of the beauty of the urban centers and their historic 
and artistic importance.”101  
Perhaps the clearest statement regarding this complex issue made during the middle years 
of the Fascist regime was given by one of the prime movers behind the transformation of Rome, 
Antonio Muñoz.  As a member of the Italian delegation to the First International Congress of 
Architects and Technicians of Historic Monuments held in Athens in 1931, he presented a paper 
on “Ancient Monuments in the Context of the Modern City: The Example of Rome,” which 
addressed this dialectic between ancient and modern.102  Muñoz, a Roman descended from an 
eighteenth-century Castilian envoy to the papacy, was from 1921 an inspector with the 
Soprintendenza ai monumenti di Roma, and from 1929 the director of the Antiquities and Fine 
Arts administration (X Ripartizione del Governatorato, Antichità e Belle Arti), and from 1939 
the Inspector General, a position he held until 1944.  Over the course of these decisive decades 
he directed, designed, or conceived many aspects of Rome’s aggiornamento (updating) and 
served on the most prominent committees and juries that oversaw the architectural and urbanistic 
development of the city, including those for the 1931 Master Plan and the Palazzo Littorio.103  
                                                                                                                                                             
Regolatore del 1931, che dovrebbe far testo; ma per me è assurdo dire che non si può cambiare.” Antonio Muñoz, 
“Marcello Piacentini parla di Roma e di architettura,” L’Urbe 2, no. 5 (1937): 24.   
    
101 Virgilio Testa, “L’urbanistica e il piano regolatore di Roma,” Capitolium 8, no. 4 (1932): 173-85, 
translated in Paul Baxa, “Piacentini’s Window: The Modernism of the Fascist Master Plan of Rome,” Contemporary 
European History 13, no. 1 (2004): 6.  
 
102 Antonio Muñoz, “Les monuments antiques dans l’ambiance de la ville moderne: L’exemple de Rome,” 
in La conservation des monuments d’art et d’histoire. Atti della Conferenza di Atene (1931) (Paris: Office 
international des musées, 1933), 165-70. The text of this presentation is reproduced in Antonio Muñoz, “Les 
monuments antiques dans l’ambiance de la ville moderne: L’exemple de Rome,” Mouseion 21-22, no. 1-2 (1933): 
117-22. This Congress resulted in the 1931 Athens Charter for the Restoration of Historic Monuments. 
 
103 For Muñoz’s unparalleled contributions to the sistemazione of Rome, Calogero Bellanca, Antonio 
Muñoz: La politica di tutela dei monumenti di Roma durante il Governatorato (Rome: “L’Erma” di Bretschneider, 
2003) is fundamental. Muñoz was an extraordinarily prolific writer. Among his publications concerning the 
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Trained in art history and historic preservation, his early work involved the restoration of 
numerous Roman medieval churches,104 and he became the preeminent overseer and curator of 
Rome’s archaeological and architectural heritage.  Not only did he conceive and supervise the 
sistemazione105 and isolation of the Capitoline hill, but he oversaw the systematization of the 
Imperial Fora, the Basilica of Maxentius and the Temple of Venus and Roma, and also directed 
the opening and construction of the Via del Mare and the Via dell’Impero, for which he designed 
some of the better known aspects of its form: the retaining wall of the Velia, the series of bronze 
emperors standing before their respective fora, and the series of marble maps that were attached 
to the north wall of the Basilica of Maxentius.106  
In his Athens conference paper, Muñoz tackled the issue of harmonizing ancient 
buildings within the setting of the modern city, a problem, he wrote, made all the more difficult 
in situations where the ancient monuments have been reduced to ruins and therefore contrast 
even more strikingly with modern structures that surround them.  Referring to the 1931 Master 
Plan specifically, he suggested that some “cuts and sventramenti” through the old part of town 
                                                                                                                                                             
refashioning of Rome are: Il restauro del tempio della Fortuna Virilis (Rome: Società editrice d’arte illustrata, 
1925); I templi della zona Argentina (Rome: Palombi, 1929); Il Campidoglio (Rome: Biblioteca d’arte editrice “Arte 
della Stampa”, 1930); Via dei Monti e via del Mare (Rome: Arte della Stampa, 1932); La via del Circo Massimo 
(Rome: Tumminelli, 1934); La sistemazione del tempio di Venere e Roma (Rome: Governatorato di Roma, 1935); 
La Roma di Mussolini (Milan: Treves, 1935); Il parco Traianeo e la sistemazione delle terme imperiali (Rome: 
Biblioteca d’arte editrice, 1936); and L’isolamento del Colle Capitolino (Rome: Governatorato di Roma, 1943). 
 
104 Among them, S. Eligio degli Orefici (1910), Ss. Quattro Coronati (1913), S. Prassede (1914), S. 
Salvatore in Lauro (1914), and S. Sabina (1914). For the latter, see Antonio Muñoz, Il restauro della basilica si 
Santa Sabina (Rome: Palombi, 1938). For a critical review of this work, and Muñoz’s often heavy-handed approach 
towards restoration, see Alberto M. Racheli, Restauro a Roma 1870-1990: Architettura e città (Venice: Marsilio, 
1995); and Calogero Bellanca, La basilica di S. Sabina e gli interventi di Antonio Muñoz (Rome: in conventu Santa 
Sabinae, 1999).     
 
105 The word sistemazione has no direct English translation that is wholly adequate, although I use the 
direct translation “systematization” for the sake of brevity and ease. In this context, the word suggests the 
refashioning, arrangement, regularization, repair and “tidying up” of an area or monument through the removal of 
unwanted built fabric, restoration work, landscaping and road placement.  
 
106 See Giuseppe Bottai, “La carta marmorea dell'Impero fascista,” L’Urbe 1 (1936): 3-4; Heather Hyde 
Minor, “Mapping Mussolini: Ritual and Cartography in Public Art during the Second Roman Empire,” Imago 
Mundi 51 (1999): 147-62. 
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were unavoidable, and they would inevitably encounter ancient monuments.  He argued that it 
was a mistake to hold to “former romantic ideas” and deviate the roads around them and so leave 
them “like solitary giants surrounded by pygmies.”107  It was simply not practicable to follow the 
precedent of the late nineteenth century, when the most important group of Roman ruins—the 
Palatine, the Roman Forum, the Colosseum, the triumphal arches and the Capitoline—were 
excavated and left as a completely separate entity, sealed off from the active life of the modern 
city.  But how to treat this confrontation between old and new?  Should they be isolated from 
modern life, like “precious objects in a display case,” or should the ancient monuments become 
the centers of new piazzas and the backbones of the new roads, conspicuous features within the 
city that would force the scurrying passerby to halt and gaze upon them and “forget, if only for a 
moment, the stresses of modern life, and hear the great voices of the past?”108  The answer would 
depend on the unique conditions and problems of each.   
Piacentini, in an address to the 1929 Congress that presaged his 1931 introduction to the 
Master Plan, likewise noted that: “An effort should be made to isolate historic buildings by 
surrounding them with gardens . . . ; one should not forget that remoteness from the noise of 
traffic increases their charm,” adding that “we must respect not only the buildings but also the 
general character of their setting.”109  As for the new roads: “When new arteries must be cut 
through old quarters one should proceed with extreme caution and only demolish old buildings 
that have little importance.  Old buildings of value should not be demolished and care should be 
                                                 
 
107 “. . . Tels des géants solitaires, dans leur entourage de pigmées.” Muñoz, “Les monuments antiques dans 
l’ambiance de la ville moderne,” 119.  
 
108 “. . . Oublier, ne fût-ce qu’un instant, les sollicitations de la vie moderne, pour entendre malgré lui les 
grandes voix du passé?” Muñoz, “Les monuments antiques dans l’ambiance de la ville moderne,” 120.  
 
109 Marcello Piacentini, “Replanning Old and Historic Towns to Meet Modern Conditions,” International 
Housing and Town Planning Congress, part 2 (Rome: Industria grafica nazionale, 1929), 59.  
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taken to preserve their setting and the general character of the whole quarter.”110  But the cultural 
aggrandizement that followed on from Mussolini’s ideological scheme to recast Italy’s identity 
as the inheritor of ancient Roman might, revealed such principles to be little more than rhetorical 
casuistry.111  As Piacentini suggested, the old city fabric was of two types: important and 
unimportant or, as Mussolini would put it in 1932, “monumental” or “picturesque.”  Only the 
former was worthy of being preserved: “[We] must respect to the highest degree that which 
represents the living testimony of the glory of old Rome.  But monuments, ruins, are one thing; 
the picturesque and so-called local color, another.”112    
These pronouncements about how to treat monuments and ruins in the city essentially 
normalized a system of urbanism that had been evident in Brasini’s 1925-27 plan for Rome.  
Brasini’s scheme embodied the most extreme example of the techniques of sventramenti, a type 
of town planning that brooked no form of sentimentality in the face of modernizing the 
equipment of the city even as it aggrandized its face.  In certain respects Brasini’s scheme was 
similar to the French architect Le Corbusier’s proposals for the French capital.113  His Plan 
Voisin for Paris, exhibited at the 1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et 
                                                 
 
110 Ibid., 59-60.  
 
111 On this point, see Paul Baxa, “Piacentini’s Window,” 5. For a nuanced reading of Piacentini’s and 
Giovannoni’s ideas regarding city planning as applied to Bergamo, Brescia and EUR, see Vanna Fraticelli, “Piazze 
d’Italia/Italian Piazzas: Bergamo (1906-1926), Brescia (1929-1932), E42 (from 1937),” Lotus International 39 
(1983): 36-54. 
 
112 Speech of 18 March 1932. Quoted and translated in Kostof, The Third Rome, 14. 
 
113 Of course there are also many dissimilarities in formal matters, if not intent. Fundamental to Le 
Corbusier’s vision for the ultra-modern city was the 60-story office skyscraper, a form which was never considered 
seriously for the center of Rome during these years, although an early proposal for the exhibition city EUR, to the 
south of Rome, did include them in 1937. Mario Palanti’s fantastic 1924 project for a single colossal skyscraper, the 
Eternale Mole Littoria (Eternal Lictorial Tower), was of a very different type and, though Mussolini initially greeted 
the proposal with enthusiasm, it came to nothing. See Dietrich Neumann, “A Skyscraper for Mussolini,” AA Files 64 




Industriels Modernes, was a response to what he saw as the challenge to the city by the motor 
car.  He proposed that the old “diseased” districts at the center of the city—the Marais, the 
Archives, the Temple—be demolished in order to “open up in the strategic heart of Paris a 
splendid system of communication,” a gridiron network of roads that would bring order to the 
convoluted maze of streets and replace them with a city of “light and air, clear and radiant and 
sparkling.”114  Improbably, he asserted that this grandiose and destructive scheme would rescue 
“ancient churches . . . . certain historical monuments, arcades, doorways” that were incidentally 
contained within the boundaries of the plan.  These isolated pieces of the old city, “standing 
among the masses of foliage of the new parks,” would become charming reminders of the past, 
though shorn from any context and vitality.  Whereas in Rome the fabric of the ancient city was 
manipulated to conform to the political rhetoric of the regime, Le Corbusier’s vision of Paris 
reduced remnants of the old city to quaint reminders of the past.115  But the language employed, 
the way that the city was characterized as a sick organism that could be cured through radical 
surgery, was the same, descending as both did from Baron Haussmann’s lexicon of urban 
improvement.116  If the city was viewed as a place of moral and bodily decay by politicians, then 
urbanism was a salutary curative to be applied by planners to excise the diseased elements (both 
human and architectural) to leave in their place a city of order and health.117  
                                                 
114 Le Corbusier, The City of To-morrow and its Planning, trans. Frederick Etchells (New York: Dover, 
1987), 280.  
 
115 Le Corbusier, The City of To-morrow and its Planning, 287. 
 
116 Spiro Kostof, “His Majesty the Pick: The Aesthetics of Demolition,” in Streets: Critical Perspectives on 
Public Space, ed. Zeynep Çelik, Diane Favro, and Richard Ingersoll (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1994), 9-22; Francesca Rigotti, “Il medico-chirugo dello stato nel linguaggio metaforico di Mussolini,” in Cultura e 
società negli anni del fascismo, ed. Camillo Brezzi and Luigi Ganapini (Milan: Cordani Editore, 1987), 501-17.   
 
117 David G. Horn, Social Bodies: Science, Reproduction, and Italian Modernity (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1994), 96. 
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As a sop to those who worried about the loss of ambientismo, the characteristic parts of 
Rome’s fabric and their picturesque “local color,” Brasini included in his portfolio of the scheme 
that he presented to Mussolini photographs of the old quarters that would be cleared away to 
make way for the Via Imperiale.  According to him, they were of little consequence.  Addressing 
Mussolini, he wrote:  
Your Excellency will be able to observe to what a great degree the buildings to be 
demolished are dirty, falling down, . . . and reduced to a dreadful state by the . . . avarice 
of owners who have exploited them for two centuries.  Inhabited for the most part by the 
lower classes, by the most modest workers and shopkeepers, these buildings without air 
and without light are even worse than the shantytowns of the outlying districts which at 
least have the advantage of air.  In addition, this district is not without the wound of 
brothels and innumerable taverns.  The demolition of these houses would liberate Rome, 
the very heart of Rome, from a centre of infection and a spectacle of misery.118   
 
Here Brasini set a precedent for dealing with the radical reordering of space that followed on 
from the demolitions of the twenties and thirties that created the monumental Rome of the 
twentieth century.  The photographs or watercolors of soon to be demolished buildings would 
stand in for the things themselves, a salve for the dispossessed and the aesthetes who mourned 
their passing.  Likewise, on 22 October 1934 when Mussolini hefted a pick above his head to 
commence the demolitions that would clear the Mausoleum of Augustus of all post-Roman 
remains and create a piazza around the tomb, he reassured his audience that the razed cityscape 
would be photographed to assuage “some rare survival of nostalgia for so-called local color” 
(fig. 2.25).119    
                                                 
 
118 Brasini, Relazione, 10, translated in Clinton and Wilkin, Armando Brasini, [10-11]. 
 
119 Mussolini, Scritti e discorsi di Benito Mussolini, vol. 9 (Milan: Hoepli, 1934), 137-38, translated in 
Spiro Kostof, “The Emperor and the Duce: The Planning of Piazzale Augusto Imperatore in Rome,” in Art and 
Architecture in the Service of Politics, ed. Henry A. Millon and Linda Nochlin (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1978), 270; 
Antonio Muñoz, “La sistemazione del Mausoleo di Augusto,” Capitolium 13, no. 10 (1938): 491-508. A large 
selection of this type of photograph, in the collection of the Museo di Roma, has been published in Rossella Leone 
and Anita Margiotta, eds., Fori Imperiali. Demolizioni e scavi: Fotografie 1924/1940 (Milan: Electa, 2007). 
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The regime’s interest in rooting itself historically in imperial Rome meant that it was not 
enough simply to extricate these monuments from the overbuilding of centuries and set them up 
in reverent solitude.  Rather, to make the connection between ancient and modern Rome tangible 
and edifying, the Roman ruins had to be associated with modern buildings and this became one 
of the most determined tropes in Fascist planning. This “emulative juxtaposition,” as Kostof 
would call it in 1973,120 was exemplified by the planned Palazzo del Littorio, which was to be 
the centerpiece of the regime’s most audacious, destructive, and ultimately most impressive 
undertaking in the historic city: the creation of the Via dell’Impero linking Piazza Venezia to the 
Colosseum.  
                                                 
 




The Via dell’Impero and the Urban Context of the Palazzo Littorio 
 
 
The 1931 Piano Regolatore confirmed the centrality of Piazza Venezia in Roma 
Mussoliniana, an urban fact formalized by the location of Mussolini’s offices in Palazzo 
Venezia, from whence would start “the great routes to the hills and to the sea,” as Piacentini 
described them.1  Mussolini had relocated his offices from Palazzo Chigi and established himself 
in Palazzo Venezia on 16 September 1929, a move that coincided with his elevation within the 
Fascist party to quasi-imperial status.2  According to Richard Bosworth, historian and biographer 
of Mussolini, by removing himself to the resplendent and intimidating Sala del Mappamondo, 
Mussolini had abandoned the austere Roman Republican motifs of the early 1920s and replaced 
them with Byzantine aloofness: “From a Coriolanus, one of the Gracchi or a Julius Caesar, 
Mussolini had been transformed into a Constantine or a Justinian, a semi-deity whose refulgence 
blinded the dwarfish thieves of ordinary humankind.”3  No longer primus inter pares, he was 
increasingly seen as a man apart, necessarily alone and in splendid isolation at the summit of 
Italian and Fascist hierarchy, just as his person occupied the center of Italian and Fascist space.4  
                                                 
 
1 Marcello Piacentini in Luigi Lenzi, “The New Rome,” Town Planning Review 14, no. 3 (1931): 154. 
 
2 Richard J. B. Bosworth, Mussolini (London: Arnold, 2002), 242-43.   
 
3 Ibid., 243. Bosworth relates how Mussolini was also flattered by comparisons to Napoleon Bonaparte. In 
this regard it is a small irony that in 1811, during the French occupation of Rome, the Roman architect Scipione 
Perosini proposed to build a colossal imperial palace for Napoleon—in its way a precedent for the Palazzo 
Littorio—that would have incorporated Palazzo Venezia as a mere administrative wing. See David Watkin, The 
Roman Forum (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 182-83; Terry Kirk, The Architecture of Modern Italy, 
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This was a sentiment that found architectonic expression in the trappings of his office in Palazzo 
Venezia, a grandiose space which evoked fifteenth-century papal splendor (fig. 3.1).5  Following 
this transfer of the seat of power Piazza Venezia became the central place for the Fascist rituals 
that involved a kind of sacred communion between Mussolini on his famous balcony and the 
oceanic masses crowded into the square below, with Rome’s most renowned monuments.6  By 
1932, in time for the Decennale, a highly symbolic and definitive plan for the area had been 
devised by a planning commission, which made Piazza Venezia (called at first the Foro Italico 
but after 1936 the Foro d’Impero Fascista) the new Umbilicus Urbis Romae (the Urban Navel of 
Rome).7  In the space of a few years, it became the linchpin of a network of roads and 
monumental ruins that underscored the regime’s connection to the Roman past by physically and 
symbolically conjoining them.  This was achieved by men such as Corrado Ricci and Antonio 
                                                                                                                                                             
4 In 1932 Mussolini was removed by statute from the Party hierarchy and placed above it, becoming 
thereby a transcendent leader beyond reproach. See H. Arthur Steiner, Government in Fascist Italy (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1938), 47.    
 
5 The journalist and biographer Emil Ludwig, who conducted a series of interviews with Mussolini in 
Palazzo Venezia during March and April 1932, described the Sala del Mappamondo in this way: “It is more than 
sixty feet long, forty feet wide, and forty feet high. There are two doors in the party wall leading into the anteroom, 
and from this one door opens into the great hall. Here we see a wall interrupted by three gigantic windows with 
stone window seats beneath, while the opposite wall is punctuated by painted columns. The place seems to be 
absolutely empty, containing neither tables nor chairs, not even chairs placed along the walls; in the corners are tall 
torches with gilded flames, nowadays the standards for electric lights. In the far distance, so far away that we feel 
the need for a field glass, we see in silhouette the face of a man seated at a table, writing. Entering this great hall,  
the first thing that strikes us is the richly decorated ceiling which bears in relief the lion of Saint Mark and the she-
wolf of Rome. Halfway along the wall facing the windows are displayed the arms of the three popes who built the 
palace. Advancing across the renovated flooring, we come, in the centre of the room, to a nearly life-sized mosaic of 
nude women and children, bearing fruit; this is the Abundanzia, and I always make a detour to avoid treading on it.  
At length, in the remotest corner, we reach a table about twelve feet long, standing upon a carpet and flanked by two 
Savonarola chairs. Close by these, against the wall, stands a tall reading desk on which lies a modern atlas. This was 
open to show the map of Europe. Adjoining the other end of the table is an enormous fireplace, cold as the marble 
which encompasses it. Behind the table, facing the windows, sits Mussolini . . . .” Emil Ludwig, Talks with 
Mussolini, trans. Eden and Cedar Paul (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1933), 12-13. This emphasis on 
separateness and near apotheosis would be repeated in the scale and effulgence of the more simpering descriptions 
of the designs for the Sala del Duce, a reinscription of the Sala del Mappamondo into the Palazzo Littorio.    
 
6 David Atkinson and Denis Cosgrove, “Urban Rhetoric and Embodied Identities: City, Nation, and Empire 
at the Vittorio Emanuele II Monument in Rome, 1870-1945,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 
88, no. 1 (1998): 37.  
 
7 Antonio Muñoz, Via dei Monti e Via del Mare (Rome: Governatorato di Roma, 1932), 8. 
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Muñoz who cleared away the cluttered and “disorderly” city that had arisen over the ancient 
remains in order to create an urban stage that would serve the needs both of political dramaturgy 
and of traffic circulation.   
Upon reaching the great barrier of the Vittoriano, the Corso was bifurcated to the left and 
right to create two new streets, the Via dei Monti (Via dell’Impero) and the Via del Mare (fig. 
3.2).  The Via del Mare (Road to the Sea) began at the western flank of the Vittoriano where it 
rose gently to the foot of Michelangelo’s cordonata, and thence continued by the newly revealed 
precipitous cliffs of the Capitoline and the Tarpeian Rock at the summit.8  The right hand side of 
the 30 meter-wide road was delimited by the imposing wall of the monastery of the Oblates of S. 
Francesca Romana (founded 1425), and then the Theatre of Marcellus, a first-century stone 
theatre which had been “isolated” and restored beginning in 1926 by the architect Alberto Calza 
Bini as part of the roadbuilding scheme (fig. 3.3).  It then swept by a series of medieval houses 
and churches, including the Casa dei Crescenzi and San Nicola in Carcere (1128) which last 
incorporated the remains of three Republican temples,9 the Forum Boarium, the Fascist-era 
Palazzo del Governatorato (Cesare Valle, 1936-39), built atop Roman riverside warehouses, and 
                                                 
 
8 Ronald Ridley mentions that this is incorrectly identified as such since ancient sources note that the 
Tarpeian Rock, from which height criminals were hurled to their death in antiquity, was visible from the Forum (i.e., 
on the opposite side of the hill). See Ronald. T. Ridley, “Augusti Manes volitant per auras: The Archaeology of 
Rome under the Fascists,” Xenia 11 (1986): 23. Lawrence Richardson, Jr. calls the sources “somewhat vague and 
contradictory” in the entry on the Tarpeian Rock (Tarpeia Rupes) in A New Topographical Dictionary of Ancient 
Rome (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 378.    
 
9 Muñoz relates that it was suggested that the church of San Nicola be totally demolished to reveal the 
ancient temples and allow their thorough excavation, but Muñoz considered this “an act of unjustifiable vandalism.” 
In any case, he continued, “from the point of view of the picturesque it is perhaps more interesting to have a mixture 
of ancient and medieval, pagan and Christian. Also it [is] dangerous to tempt the wrath of the titular saint who has 
already seen the destruction of three churches in Rome that bore his name . . . .” (Ma sarebbe stato un atto di 
vandalismo ingiustificato, e del resto dal punto di vista del pittoresco è  forse più interessante questa commistione di 
antico, e di medioevale, di pagano e cristiano. E poi era pericoloso sfidare l’ira del Santo titolare, che già si è visto 
demolire a Roma tre chiese intitolate al suo nome . . . .”) Antonio Muñoz, “La via dell’Impero e la via del Mare,” 
Capitolium 8, no. 11 (1932): 556. See also “La via del Mare,” Capitolium 4, no. 5 (1928): 229-33; and “Il 
completamento della sistemazione della via del Mare,” Capitolium 14, no. 4 (1939): 181-83.    
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thence to the Forum Holitorium (revealed through the destruction of Piazza Montanara), before 
leaving the city for Ostia and the Tyrrhenian Sea.  The Via dell’Impero (Empire Way) started 
from the opposite side of the Vittoriano and implicitly joined together and set off many of the 
most significant remains of Imperial Rome, including the Imperial Fora, Trajan’s Markets, the 
Basilica of Maxentius, and the Temple of Venus and Roma, its end marked by the Colosseum, 
the most enduring symbol of the Eternal City (fig. 3.4).  The road was initially called the Via dei 
Monti (Road to the Hills) because, having passed the Colosseum, it continued by way of a broad 
avenue towards S. Giovanni and thence to the Alban Hills and the south of the country.  In order 
to underscore the road’s propagandistic significance, Mussolini insisted its name be changed on 
the eve of its inauguration: “You need to call the new road Via dell’Impero,” he reportedly said 
to the governor of Rome, Francesco Boncompagni Ludovisi.10  These colossal undertakings also 
allowed for the insertion of contemporary buildings into the heart of Rome that would 
underscore the intimate relationship between past, present, and future by juxtaposing old and 
new monuments along the network of roads.  These two roads, along with the Via dei Trionfi 
(Street of Triumphs) that began at the Arch of Constantine and then continued along the southern 
flank of the Palatine Hill until it reached the Circus Maximus, circumscribed the most hallowed 
remains of antiquity, a belt of roads that purposefully threw into direct contact the ancient and 
the modern (fig. 3.5).11  As Mussolini made clear when he inaugurated the Via dell’Impero on 28 
October 1932, Rome finally had at its center an avenue perfectly designed for the grand military 
                                                 
10 “Bisogna chiamare la nuova via: Via dell’Impero.” Gino Carocci in Roma Fascista, 14 May 1933, 
quoted in Italo Insolera and Francesco Perego, Storia moderna dei Fori di Roma (Rome: Laterza, 1999), 117. 
 
11 The intersection of the Via dei Trionfi and the Via del Circo Massimo was embellished in 1936 with the 
Stele of Axum from Italy’s newly conquered territory of Ethiopia. This stood in front of the Ministero dell’Africa 
Italiana (Vittorio Cafiero and Mario Ridolfi, 1938), now the seat of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations.   
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parades which until then had perforce been relegated to the outskirts of the city.12  In the words 
of one apologist for the regime, as the Black Shirts marched down the street in emulation of 
ancient practice on the inauguration of the Via dell’Impero, they “fused together” past and 
present as the road thundered to the sound of a modern triumphal procession.13 
 
Roma instaurata: The Creation of the Via dell’Impero 
In a speech before the Senate on the occasion of the approval of the 1931 Piano 
Regolatore, Mussolini reasserted his double-edged demand to harness the romanità of the past to 
his own ends, including his will to empire, through the means of archaeology and road building: 
Moreover, not only are we preserving everything great, beautiful and venerable that has 
remained, but we are enhancing it.  The roads to the hills and to the sea [i.e. the Via dei 
Monti and the Via del Mare] solve the problem of restoring antiquities and of improving 
the road network in the grandest style.   
Of one thing I am proud: of having brought the Romans back to the sea.  They had 
forgotten it, yet it is barely twenty minutes away by tram or car.  I hope that, in time, the 
seafaring virtues will also reappear.  I must admit that the ancient Romans did not possess 
exceptional seamanship, yet they managed to defeat Carthage at sea just the same.  By 
moving the population towards the hills and the sea we are decongesting Rome, we are 
demolishing all the infected hovels, we are performing a much needed thinning out, and 
we are bringing sun, light and air to the people.14   
 
This made clear that under the Fascist regime, the aggrandizement and showcasing of the ruins 
would be a fundamental concern, one immediately addressed by a vast program of 
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14 “Del resto, tutto quello che di grande, di bello, di venerabile è rimasto, noi lo conserviamo, non solo, ma 
lo aumentiamo. Le strade dei monti e del mare risolvono un problema di ripristino dell’antichità e di viabilità in 
grandissimo stile.  Di una cosa sono orgoglioso, di aver ricondotto i romani al mare. Lo avevano dimenticato, è 
distante appena venti minuti di tram o di automobile. Spero che col tempo rispunteranno anche le virtù marinare. 
Debbo dire che Roma nell’antichità non ebbe delle qualità marinare eccezionale, pero riusci a battere cartagine 
anche sul mare. Spostando la popolazione verso i colli e verso il mare, noi effettuiamo il disistipamento di Roma, 
demoliamo tutte le casupole infette, facciamo i diradamenti necessari a tutti i fini, diamo del sole della luce dell’aria 
al popolo.” Quoted in Muñoz, Via dei Monti e Via del Mare, n.p. [5]. 
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archaeological excavation and reconstruction.  In a letter to the governor of Rome on 1 July 
1931, Mussolini listed the schemes that needed to be completed by the first ten-year anniversary 
of the March on Rome: “isolate” (isolare) the Capitol Hill to the left and right of the Vittoriano; 
finish the work in progress at Largo Argentina and the Theatre of Marcellus; complete the works 
to free the Imperial Fora; “arrange” (sistemare) the Oppian Hill; and begin the isolation of the 
Mausoleum of Augustus.15  This list largely corresponded to the schemes outlined in the Piano 
Regolatore.      
Within the wide-ranging provisions for the whole city described in the 1931 Master Plan, 
a subcommittee headed by the esteemed archaeologist Corrado Ricci considered the area of the 
historic center of Rome—the Capitoline, the Imperial Fora, and the Roman Forum.16  Underlying 
their considerations was the general wish for a “broader co-ordination between roads and 
monuments.”17  The remains of the Imperial Fora and the Basilica of Maxentius were to be laid 
bare, but the details of how to link Piazza Venezia to the Colosseum were left vague.18  Ricci, as 
president of the Commission for the Liberation of the Imperial Fora had, since 1924, been 
overseeing the project to expose and choreograph the ruins of the fora.19  The excavations 
themselves were based on a study and site surveys of his from 1911 which had been worked up 
                                                 
 
15 ACS, SPD, Carteggio Ordinario 1922-43, b. 842, f. 500.019/I (Mussolini to Francesco Boncompagni 
Ludovisi, 1 July 1931). 
 
16 The other members were: Alessandro Bacchiani (a journalist, vice-president of the Circolo della Stampa 
and a director of the Federazione Fascista dell’Urbe); and the architect Clemente Busiri Vici.  
 
17 “. . . Un più largo coordinamento di comunicazioni e di monumenti.” Governatorato di Roma, Piano 
regolatore di Roma, 1931 (Milan: Treves-Treccani-Tumminelli, [1931]), 35. 
 
18 Ibid., 36. 
 
19 Corrado Ricci’s biography is given in Antonio Cederna, Mussolini urbanista: Lo sventramento di Roma 
negli anni del consenso (Bari: Laterza, 1979), xxii-xxiii; Daniele Manacorda, “Per un’indagine sull’archeologia 
italiana durante il ventennio fascista,” Archeologia Medievale 9 (1982): 452-53; Reale istituto d’archeologia e storia 
dell’arte, In memoria di Corrado Ricci: Un saggio inedito (Rome: Palombi, 1935); Antonio Muñoz, “Ricordo di 
Corrado Ricci,” Capitolium 10, no. 7 (1934): 326-31. 
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into a comprehensive design by the architect Lodovico Pogliaghi.20  This design presented a 
ravishing panorama of the fora as they would appear if they were completely isolated and 
excavated, and it was intended to garner the support that would make the artistic vision a 
concrete reality (fig. 3.6).  Ricci, however, was well aware of the seemingly insuperable 
obstacles to realizing such an audacious plan, writing: 
There are certainly those who do not see that the most beautiful and complete means of 
freeing the Fora would be to uncover them completely by tearing down houses old and 
new entirely. . . . But there are also those who do not see or recognize the enormous 
difficulties in terms of finances and of municipal economy that stand in the way of such a 
magnificent project and confine it, for now and for the foreseeable future, to the world of 
dreams.21 
 
At this initial stage Ricci’s scheme was not associated with road building but with enlarging the 
Passeggiata Archeologica (archaeological park) at the center of the city.  It was only with the 
advent of Mussolini’s dictatorship that the symbolic potential of the hidden imperial remains was 
harnessed to the theatrical needs of Fascist mythology.22  The uncovering or liberazione of the 
fora envisaged in Ricci’s and Pogliaghi’s scheme (and the concomitant demolition of the 
                                                 
 
20 Corrado Ricci, “Per l’isolamento e la redenzione dei resti dei Fori Imperiali,” Bollettino d’Arte 5 (1911): 
445-55; Pietro Romanelli, “Verso il nuovo piano regolatore di Roma. Monumenti antichi ed esigenze moderne,” 
Studi Romani 3, no. 1 (1955): 53-64. A thorough recapitulation of Ricci’s excavations of Trajan’s Forum is found in 
James E. Packer, The Forum of Trajan in Rome: A Study of the Monuments, vol. 1 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1997), 55-83. Ricci remarks on his researches in the backyards, basements, terraces and roofs of 
the houses along the Via Alessandrina, Via Bonella, Via di Campo Carleo and Via della Croce Bianca in his brief 
text on the Markets of Trajan: Il Mercato di Traiano (Rome: Governatorato di Roma, 1929), 22. 
 
21 “Non v’ha certo chi non vegga che l’impresa più bella e più completa per la liberazione dei Fori sarebbe 
quella . . . di scoprirli del tutto abbattendo interamente le case vecchie e recenti . . . .  Ma non v’ha pure chi non 
vegga e riconosca le enormi difficoltà finanziarie e d’economia cittadina che si oppongono a tale magnifico progetto 
sino al punto da confinarlo, per ora e per molto ancora, nel mondo dei sogni.” Ricci, “Per l’isolamento e la 
redenzione dei resti dei Fori Imperiali,” 448. 
 
22 As Ricci would write later: “Ma il grandioso progetto sarebbe rimasto in carta e, sto per dire, ‘nel libro 
dei sogni’ senza la ferma volontà del Capo del Governo, on. Benito Mussolini, e senza il fervore dei tre Governatori 
di Roma che si sono succeduti dal 1924 in poi: ossia del senatore Cremonesi e dei principi senatori Ludovico Spada 
Veralli Potenziani e Francesco Boncompagni Ludovisi, il quale ultimo è risoluto a compiere l’opera, scoprendo tutto 
intero lo spettacolo monumentale che s’estende, per un terzo di chilometro, dal Palazzo Roccagiovine alle 
Colonnacce: ossia il Mercato di Traiano, la Casa dei Cavalieri di Rodi, il Foro d’Augusto, quello di Nerva.” Ricci, Il 
Mercato di Traiano, 23.  
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overlying fabric, much of it medieval) was specified in the provisions of the 1925/26 Variante 
Generale to the 1909 Piano Regolatore, which adopted Ricci’s scheme wholesale.   
The work was carried out in three broad phases: first the Forum of Augustus (1924-30), 
then the Forum and Market of Trajan (1928-1934), and finally the Forum of Caesar (1932-33).23  
Notices of the excavations and archaeological discoveries were most often published as short 
illustrated articles in the popular magazine of the Governatorate, Capitolium, or in specialized 
journals such as the Bullettino della Commissione Archeologica Comunale di Roma.24  This 
work was met with broad official approval,25 even as it condemned to destruction the many 
picturesque structures that clung to the imperial remains like barnacles, their former residents 
banished to borgate (rapidly constructed settlements) on the outskirts of the city (fig. 3.7).26  
From the perspective of urban planning, the true importance of Ricci’s scheme was that it 
regarded the ruins not as discrete archaeological objects, but as an ideal monumental panorama 
which, when revealed, would give aesthetic delight.  No doubt it was Ricci’s overwhelmingly 
                                                 
 
23 For a succinct review of the archaeological work undertaken in Rome during the Fascist ventennio, see 
Ronald T. Ridley, “Augusti Manes volitant per auras: The Archaeology of Rome under the Fascists,” Xenia 11 
(1986): 19-46. James E. Packer neatly glosses the history of excavations in his review article “Politics, Urbanism, 
and Archaeology in ‘Roma Capitale’: A Troubled Past and a Controversial Future,” American Journal of 
Archaeology 93, no. 1 (1989): 137-41. For a summation of the work carried out under the regime between 1930 and 
1940, written by one of the most prominent archaeologists of the period, see Giuseppe Lugli, I monumenti antichi di 
Roma e suburbio. Supplemento. Un decennio di scoperte archeologiche (Rome: G. Bardi, 1940).   
 
24 See, for example, Corrado Ricci, “La liberazione dei resti del Foro d’Augusto,” Capitolium 1, no. 1 
(1925): 3-7; C. Ricci, “Il Mercato di Traiano,” Capitolium 5, no. 11 (1929): 541-55; C. Ricci, “Il Foro d’Augusto e 
la casa dei Cavalieri di Rodi,” Capitolium 6, no. 4 (1930): 157-89; C. Ricci, “Il Foro di Cesare I,” Capitolium 8, no. 
4 (1932): 157-72; C. Ricci, “Il Foro di Cesare II,” Capitolium 8, no. 8 (1932): 365-90.  
 
25 See for example the effusive essay by the governor of Rome, Filippo Cremonesi, “Per la resurrezione di 
Roma Imperiale,” Capitolium 1, no. 7 (1925): 393-402.  
 
26 Not all of the later structures were cleared away. The loggia of the Knights of Malta, constructed on the 
north side of the Forum of Augustus in the thirteenth century, remains. On the removal of the working-class 
population from the center of the city to the outskirts, see Diane Ghirardo, “City and Suburb in Fascist Italy: Rome 
1922-43,” in Urban Forms, Suburban Dreams, ed. Malcolm Quantrill and Bruce Webb (College Station: Texas 
A&M University Press, 1993), 49-64; Italo Insolera, Roma moderna: Un secolo di storia urbanistica 1870-1970 
(Turin: Einaudi, 1993), 127-42.  
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scenographic understanding of the collection of ruins that allowed it to be realized almost exactly 
when the Via dell’Impero was given its ultimate form.  Ricci’s proposal presented this part of the 
city as an unfolding pictorial spectacle that required a viewing stand to be properly and fully 
appreciated, a pathway of continuous revelatory dynamism that would ultimately be provided by 
the Via dell’Impero.27  The panorama of ruins so revealed became the points of reference and 
comparison with which all the architects would deal in their Palazzo Littorio competition 
proposals. 
 Ricci’s archaeological recuperation of the Republican and Imperial remains lying 
between Piazza Venezia and the Flavian amphitheatre worked in tandem with an official 
proposal in the 1925/26 Variante Generale to the 1909 master plan to link the Vittoriano and the 
Colosseum with a broad triumphal processional route (a “grande via monumentale”) that would 
also provide a direct connection between the north and south of the city, by navigating a course 
through the interlying Alessandrino district.  This was an old, densely inhabited medieval 
neighborhood that had grown atop and around the ancient remains and which centered on the 
Velia hill, the spur of the Palatine stretching towards the Esquiline.28  Within these confines lie 
one of the densest and most impressive collections of evocative Roman monumental remains, not 
only the fora, basilicas, temples and triumphal arches of Imperial Rome, but also numerous late 
antique and medieval churches and fortified towers.  In antiquity the Capitol and the Colosseum 
                                                 
27 Paul Baxa, citing a speech by Corrado Ricci (ACS, Senato del Regno, vol. 143, doc. 7.A, legislatura 
XXVIII. Prima sessione 1929-1932. Tornata del 18 marzo 1932) notes that Ricci “pointed out that these panoramas 
were necessary for Italians finally to ‘comprehend’ the greatness of Rome.” Baxa, “Piacentini’s Window: The 
Modernism of the Fascist Master Plan of Rome,” Contemporary European History 13, no. 1 (2004): 10-11.  
 
28 On the general character of this area before the demolitions and excavations, see Ermanno Ponti, “La 
zona dei Fori Imperiali—Via Alessandrina,” Capitolium 9, no. 2 (1933); 72-93; Valter Vannelli, “Le case dei 
Mercati Traianei tra la piazza del Foro, via Alessandrina e via di Campo carleo: premesse su via dei Fori Imperiali,” 
in Gli anni del Governatorato (1926-1944): Interventi urbanistici, scoperte archeologiche, arredo urbano, restauri, 
ed. Luisa Cardilli (Rome: Kappa, 1995), 25-38. For a detailed study of the area from an anthropological perspective, 




were connected by a number of small but important roads that wound there way between the 
major monuments, among them the Sacra Via and the Clivus Argentarius but, at the time of 
Ricci’s excavations, these two monumental poles were linked only indirectly by a series of 
narrow streets, including the Via Alessandrina, Via Bonella, Via Cremona, Via della Salara 
Vecchia, and Via del Colosseo, all but the last erased in the Fascist-era demolitions (fig. 3.8).29  
There had been numerous excavations in the area before Ricci began his clearances, beginning 
with the treasure hunting forays of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, followed by the modern, 
“scientifically” minded work undertaken by the French after Rome was annexed as a “free and 
imperial city” under Napoleon in 1809.  Plans to excavate the area on a grand scale were 
proposed shortly afterwards by the Napoleonic Commissione per gli Abbellimenti, created in 
1811.  This commission prepared plans for the repair and recovery of antiquities, including for 
the isolation of the Pantheon and for the excavation of the Imperial Fora, and carried these 
through at the Forum of Trajan, leading to the recovery of the Basilica Ulpia in 1813 and 
sections of the so-called Markets of Trajan (then unidentified as such) in 1828, following the 
papal restoration.30  It was these excavations that had made enough of the ancient cityscape 
                                                 
 
29 Other streets erased from the map in the Monti district in order to “isolate” the ancient structures and to 
build the Via dell’Impero were the Via del Foro Traiano, Via di Marforio, Via di Campo Carleo, Via Marmorelle, 
Via dei Carbonari, Via del Priorato, Via in Miranda, Via dei Pozzi, and Via delle Chiavi d’Oro. Mussolini, when 
enumerating the lost streets in a speech given while standing on the rooftops of Via Soderini, itself soon to disappear 
in order to “isolate” the Mausoleum of Augustus, celebrated the total transformation of the area: “Quando ora si 
passa per via dell’Impero bisogna fare un considerevole sforzo mnemonico per ubicare le vie scomparse.” (“When 
one now goes along Via dell’Impero it takes considerable powers of recall to locate the vanished streets.”) Speech of 
22 October 1934, quoted in Antonio Cederna, Mussolini urbanista: Lo sventramento di Roma negli anni del 
consenso (Rome: Laterza, 1979), 67.  
 
30 Ronald Ridley, The Eagle and the Spade: Archaeology in Rome during the Napoleonic Era (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 139-141; Susan Vandiver Nicassio, Imperial City: Rome, Romans and 
Napoleon, 1796-1815; P. Pinon, “La Piazza Traiana: dal progetto urbano all’archeologia,” in Forma: La città antica 
e il suo avvenire (Exhibition organized by the Soprintendenza archeologica di Roma and the Caisse nationale des 
monuments historiques et des sites), ed. Alessandra Capodiferro et al. (Rome: De Luca, 1985), 32-33. The French 
also excavated the Temple of Hercules Victor in the Forum Boarium (1809), the Temple of Vespasian on the 
Capitoline (1810), the Basilica of Maxentius (1811-1813), and the interior of the Colosseum (1810-1813).  The 
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visible to allow Ricci to make his accurate paper reconstruction of the remains of the Imperial 
Fora.31   
     The idea to push an avenue through the Alessandrino quarter has a long history in 
modern Italy.32  Following the French occupation of the city, the Roman architect Scipione 
Perosini proposed a scheme on a megalomaniacal scale for an imperial palace whose 
labyrinthine courts stretched from the Roman Forum to the Colosseum, replacing the housing 
that lay in its way.  An unrealized scheme of 1811 by Giuseppe Camporese and Giuseppe 
Valadier envisaged a public garden, “Le Jardin du Capitole,” that extended from the Capitol to 
the Colosseum and framed the monuments with trees and lawns.  A carriageway would carry 
wheeled traffic from the Colosseum to the Arch of Titus and thence either along the foot of the 
Palatine or across the Forum to the Capitol.33  But the most striking precursor to the Via 
dell’Impero is a plan of 1857 by the Anglo-French firm the York Company, who devised a 
                                                                                                                                                             
excavations in the area of the Roman Forum in the nineteenth century are discussed in David Watkin, The Roman 
Forum (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 169-200. 
 
31 Manacorda and Tamassia, Il piccone del regime, 182.  
 
32 For my quick recapitulation of the history of the route, I rely on Antonio Muñoz, Roma di Mussolini 
(Rome: Treves, 1935). For a concise description in English based on this and other sources, see Spiro Kostof, The 
Third Rome, 1870-1950: Traffic and Glory (Berkeley: University Art Museum, 1973), 60. For detailed and superbly 
illustrated histories, see Liliana Barroero, Alberto M. Racheli, Alessandro Conti, and Mario Serio, Via dei Fori 
Imperiali. La zona archeologica di Roma: Urbanistica, beni artistici e politica culturale (Venice: Marsilio, 1983); 
Italo Insolera and Francesco Perego, Storia moderna dei Fori di Roma; and Manacorda and Tamassia, Il piccone del 
regime, 181-94. 
 
33 The Jardin du Capitole was given its definitive form by Louis-Martin Berthault in 1812, though the 
project was abandoned following the papal restoration. On the Jardin du Capitole and other works undertaken or 
proposed by the French, see Ferdinand Boyer, “Rome sous Napoléon et le projet d’un jardin du Capitole,” Bulletin 
de la Société de l’Histoire de l’Art Française (1932): 201-15; Ferdinand Boyer, “La conservation des monuments 
antique à Rome sous Napoléon,” Comptes Rendus des Séances de l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres 87, 
no. 1 (1943): 101-8; Attilio La Padula, Roma e la regione nell’epoca napoleonica. Contributo alla storia 
urbanistica della città e del territorio (Rome: Istituto editoriale pubblicazioni internazionali, 1969); Ronald Ridley, 
The Eagle and the Spade: Archaeology in Rome during the Napoleonic Era (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992), 139-44; and Massimo de Vico Fallani, Storia dei giardini pubblici di Roma nell’Ottocento (Rome: 
Newton Compton, 1992).  
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scheme for Pius IX  that would have extended the Via Corso to the Colosseum (fig. 3.9).34  
Although it was not associated with extensive archaeological excavations, its projected course 
was followed essentially unchanged by the Via dell’Impero.  In order to ease the flow of traffic, 
the Plan of 1883 contained a provision for widening Via Cremona, having it join Piazza Venezia 
at an angle, but it also was not concerned with revealing ancient remains.  From then until 1926 
numerous schemes, both public and private, were proposed that took the (known) ruins into 
account, but only in order to bypass them (fig 3.10): Arnaldo Tolomei proposed in 1903 a road 
behind the rear wall of the Forum of Augustus following roughly the line of the Via Tor de’ 
Conti and the Via di Campo Carleo;35 another diverted Via Cavour across the Quirinal to 
debouch at Via Magnanopoli; yet another (by the engineers Missiroli and Monaco) proposed a 
tunnel beneath the Capitol and opening onto Piazza d’Aracoeli; while another suggested an iron 
suspension bridge over the Roman Forum to connect Via Cavour to the Tiber; a commission 
appointed in 1919 to reorganize the Capitol proposed widening Via Alessandrina and Via 
Cremona and leaving intact the housing between them.  But with the 1925/26 Variante the plan 
to demolish all the buildings found favor.  Up until this point, the ancient and medieval fabric of 
                                                 
 
34 On the York Company scheme, see Emilio Re, “Un precedente della via dell’Impero,” Capitolium 21, 
no. 1-2-3 (1946): 7-12; Francesco Giovanetti, “Area archeologica e rinnova della città: mutamenti di concetto nel 
corso del secolo XIX,” in Roma città e foro, ed. Raffaele Panella (Rome: Officina, 1989), 107; and Kostof, The 
Third Rome, 60.  According to Re, the Società York, a civil engineering firm headquartered in Paris, made a 
proposal to Mons. Milesi of the papal Ministry of Public Works to extend the Corso from Piazza Venezia to the 
Colosseum and thence to the central railway station (to be built in the vicinity of the Colosseum), on 14 August 
1855. The proposal is remarkable for the way it presages the goals and concerns of the later Fascist-era projects, 
especially its combination of aesthetic and practical concerns: “La via del Corso . . . magnifica per tanti titoli e così 
frequentata dalla popolazione, sia per affari sia per diporto, rimane tronca tutt’a un tratto e come senza uscita al di là 
della piazza Venezia. Inoltre al Foro Romano, ove trovansi riunite tante meraviglie dell’Antichità, non havvi accesso 
se non per viottoli augusti e tortuosi il cui meschino aspetto presenta un miserevole contrasto colla magnificenza del 
Corso che lasciasi indietro, e le grandiose ruine che vannosi ammirare.  Sarà glorioso per la Santità Vostra—
l’istanza era indirizzata allo stesso Pontefice—a cui va di tanto lustro debitrice la città, il cambiare totalmente un tale 
stato di cose, fondando sullo stesso sito occupato da poche casupole, un quartiere arioso, comodo e brillante, 
insomma degno del Corso e del Foro.” Quoted in Re, “Un precedente della via dell’Impero,” 7.      
 
35 Corrado Ricci, Il Mercato di Traiano, 20. 
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the city in this area was left largely intact, even though parts had been destroyed in building the 
substructure of the Victor Emmanuel Monument and opening up Via Cavour.36  The area had 
been largely reprieved from the threats to its existence proposed in these prior plans.  
 The 1925/1926 Variante provided for the excavation of the Imperial Fora lying east of the 
Via Alessandrina up to the Forum of Trajan and the rear wall of the Forum of Augustus which, 
as noted above, largely followed Ricci’s 1911 scheme.  The buildings lying west of the Via 
Cremona would be demolished up to the boundary of the Roman Forum and the slopes of the 
Capitoline.  The houses built on the hemicycle of Trajan’s Markets were to be demolished and 
their inhabitants, of which there were at least five hundred, were to be relocated.37 Only the 
churches of S. Adriano, S. Martina and S. Giuseppe dei Falegnami would be left standing.  This 
would create a large open area between the Roman Forum and the mouth of Via Cavour, but its 
precise outlines were left vague in order to account for the discovery and preservation of 
important archaeological remains.  A much more detailed plan for the area was presented in 1929 
by Gustavo Giovannoni’s “La Burbera” group on the occasion of the Prima Mostra Nazionale 
dei Piani Regolatori (discussed above, Chapter 2).  This scheme’s most audacious move was the 
introduction of a cardo and decumanus that intersected at a “Monumental Center” located 
between the Spanish Steps and Piazza Colonna, but it also projected the wholesale reorganization 
of the area between the Vittoriano and the Colosseum and confirmed the political and 
architectural centrality of Piazza Venezia.  Via Alessandrina and Via Cavour were widened, and 
enclosed forums defined by peripteral arcuated colonnades replaced the demolished housing (fig. 
                                                 
 
36 Manacorda and Tamassia, Il piccone del regime, 182.  
 
37 The figure of five hundred people is given by Corrado Ricci in an article that reports the decision of the 
Royal Commission in 1925 to “liberate” the eastern hemicycle of the Forum of Trajan. See Corrado Ricci, “Pel foro 
di Traiano,” Capitolium 1, no. 1 (1925): 8. 
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3.11).  The head of Via Alessandrina was made into a large piazza defined by the hemicycle of 
Trajan’s Markets and the remains of Trajan’s Forum, and the road ran straight from Trajan’s 
Column to the Basilica of Maxentius.  This grandiose scheme was an elaboration of a slightly 
earlier proposal by a member of the La Bubera group, Alessandro Limongelli, for the 
arrangement of the so-called Piazza della Foro Traiano (fig. 3.12).38 
In June 1930 an article appeared in Capitolium that discussed the problem of connecting 
the Foro Italico (as the area in front of the Monument to Victor Emmanuel II was called) and the 
Colosseum with a road following a route devised by the architect Vincenzo Fasolo, working for 
the Governatorate.39  His scheme extended the line of Via Cremona towards the Colosseum 
along an avenue bounded on one side by the Roman Forum, the church of SS. Cosmas and 
Damian, the Basilica of Maxentius, and the Temple of Venus and Roma and the church of S. 
Francesca Romana (which occupies the western apse of the temple).  The other side was marked 
by the remains of the Imperial Fora and the gardens of the Villa Rivaldi, creating “an 
uninterrupted path through the most august area of Rome.”40  To F. P. Mulè, the author of the 
article, this would have the advantage of getting rid of the “horseshoe” of houses lying between 
the Via del Colosseo, Via del Tempio della Pace, Via Alessandrina, and Via dei Pozzi, “a cluster 
of houses and low minded people that make you think you are in a gypsy camp rather than in 
Rome . . . .”41  Yet the proposed direct line ran up against a “specie di collina” (“sort of hill”) 
that abutted the rear of the Basilica of Maxentius.  Not knowing whether this was a natural or 
artificial feature, Fasolo proposed two routes: one that assumed it was a man-made bluff that hid 
                                                 
38 Domenico delli Santi, “L’opera del governo fascista per Roma,” Capitolium 3, no. 12 (1928): 645. 
 
39 F. P. Mulè, “Per l’allacciamento dei Fori Imperiali col Colosseo,” Capitolium 6, no. 8 (1930): 378-88.   
 
40 “. . . Un percorso ininterrotto nella zona più augusta di Roma.” Ibid., 388. 
 
41 “. . . Un agglomerato di case e di gentucola che non sai se ti trovi a Roma o in un accampamento di 
zingari . . . .” Ibid., 379-80. 
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the remains of an ancient Roman basilica that had been suggested in Renaissance drawings and 
which was indicated in Lanciani’s Forma Urbis42 (Fasolo’s plan shows this duly isolated and 
aggrandized behind a retaining wall) (fig. 3.13 and fig. 3.14); and another that drove straight 
through the hill towards the Colosseum (fig. 3.15). 
The indeterminacy of the proposals for a road in this area even found its way into the 
Piano Regolatore of 1931, in that it foresaw a street linking Piazza Venezia to the Colosseum of 
a very different form to the one actually built, and did not countenance the complete demolition 
of the Velia.  This was because there was little understanding of what important archaeological 
remains stood in the way of such a scheme.43  The initial stretch from Piazza Venezia was V-
shaped, with paths setting off from the flank of the Vittoriano and the Forum of Trajan and 
debouching into a large piazza at the foot of Via Cavour, and coming to a point at the Basilica of 
Maxentius. The plan indicated that a large porticoed building would mark this junction.  From 
here a single road ran past the platform which Fasolo had proposed in one of his schemes to 
allow for the conservation of the presumed basilica and a part of the Velia, and continued to the 
northern side of the Colosseum (which it did not meet head on, as the Via dell’Impero does) (fig. 
3.16).  But the road as designed and executed by Antonio Muñoz was instead a straight line 
rather than the bifurcated road indicated in the 1931 plan.  Indeed by the time the Piano 
Regolatore was made law on 24 March 1932, seven months before the inauguration of Via 
dell’Impero, the new course had already become a fact on the ground.  As so often happened in 
                                                 
 
42 Arturo Bianchi, “Il centro di Roma: La sistemazione del Foro Italico e le nuove vie del mare e dei 
monti,” Architettura 12, no. 3 (1933): 148-49. 
 
43 “Il tracciato preciso di tale nuova strada non può ancora essere stabilito essendovi la grave incognita di 
ritrovamenti archeologici nel terrapieno, ancora inesplorato, che sorge dietro alla basilica di Massenzio.” ACS, SPD, 
Carteggio Ordinario 1922-43, b. 842, f. 500.019/I  (“Relazione sulle opere di piano regolatore, interessanti zone 
archeologiche, che potrebbero essere realizzate per il decimo annuale della Marcia su Roma,” 4). Such is also 
suggested by Bianchi, “Il centro di Roma,” 145.  
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the actual execution of the official plan, it was revised by piani particolareggiati (“particular 
plans”), one for “the new road from Via Cavour to the Colosseum,” and a second for “the zone 
enclosed by Piazza Venezia, the Imperial Fora, and the Capitoline,” of January 25 and May 2 
respectively.44  This division of the route into two halves reflected earlier schemes that had 
likewise treated the intersection of Via Cavour with the Roman Forum, and the topographical 
obstruction of the Velia hill, as a natural break in any pathway.  While these adjustments to the 
master plan provided for the expropriation and removal of all the buildings that fell within their 
broad outlines, defined a legal mechanism through which complaints and legal challenges would 
be handled by a “collegio tecnico,” and established fixed rates for property seized by the state, 
the suggested routes did not differ substantively from the original 1931 plan (fig. 3.17). 
Demolition work commenced at the northern end of the road around the Vittoriano in 
August 1931 with the intention of opening up unimpeded views of the monument from the Corso 
and from the monument towards Trajan’s Forum and Markets.45  Work at the southern pole of 
the road, in the vicinity of the Colosseum, commenced in December 1931, following only a 
month of archaeological soundings and test digs.  Working towards each other, the two ends met 
in April 1932.46  Between 800 and 1500 laborers worked day and night to ensure that the work 
would be finished by the Decennale.47  Mussolini himself applied pressure on the Governor of 
                                                 
 
44 “Piano particolareggiato per la nuova strada da via Cavour al Colosseo,” numero 2 (25 January 1932) and 
“Piano particolareggiato per la  zona compresa fra piazza Venezia, i Fori Imperiali e il Campidoglio,” numero 5 (2 
May 1932). ACS, SPD, Carteggio Ordinario 1922-43, b.841, f.100.019/I. See Alberto M. Racheli, “L’urbanistica 
nella zona dei Fori Imperiali: Piani e attuazioni (1873-1932),” in Via dei Fori Imperiali. La zona archeologica di 
Rome: Urbanistica, beni artistici e politica culturale, 150; Virgilio Testa, “Attuazione del Piano Regolatore di 
Roma,” Capitolium 9, no. 9 (1933): 417-40;  and Muñoz, Roma di Mussolini, 116.     
 
45 Manacorda and Tamassia, Il piccone del regime, 185.  
 




Rome, Francesco Boncompagni Ludovisi, to hasten the pace of work.  In a terse letter to the 
Governor dated 28 July 1932, Mussolini noted that only eighty days remained before October 28 
and that “unless you make an even greater effort (perhaps by doubling the workforce) Rome, the 
Rome of the decennale, will look like a pile of rubble, furrowed here and there by deep trenches, 
rather than the Rome that I want to offer to the admiration of the world.”48  The neighborhood of 
working class housing and narrow streets that stood atop the ruins and separated the Vittoriano 
from the Colosseum was disparaged by Mussolini as “shacks and hovels,”49 and by various 
regime officials as “sordid and miserable,”50 and elsewhere as “hovels, huts, shanties, random, 
tumbledown, disgraceful, unseemly, nasty, insignificant, and filthy.”51  The linguistic damning 
of this lively, if crowded and lightless, neighborhood was justified as a necessary precondition to 
the revelation of the glories of ancient Rome.  In a speech of 1932, Mussolini proclaimed: “All 
the sordid picturesque is entrusted to His Majesty the pick.  All this picturesque is destined to 
come down and must come down in the name of decency, of health, and, if you wish, the beauty 
of the Capital.”52  
                                                                                                                                                             
47 ACS, SPD, Carteggio Ordinario 1922-43, b. 842, f. 500.019/I (“Relazione sulle opere di piano 
regolatore, interessanti zone archeologiche, che potrebbero essere realizzate per il decimo annuale della Marcia su 
Roma,” 5).  
 
48 “Mancano 80 giorni lavorativi al 28 ott. Ora è mia convinzione che se non si fa uno sforzo ancora più 
grande (magari raddoppiando le maestranze) Roma, la Roma del decennale, apparirà un mucchio di macerie, qua e 
là solcate da profonde trincee, e non la Roma che io voglio offrire all’ammirazione del mondo.” ACS, SPD, 
Carteggio Ordinario 1922-43, b. 842, f. 500.019/I (Mussolini to Boncompagni Ludovisi, 28 July 1932).   
 
49 ACS, SPD, Carteggio Ordinario 1922-43, b. 842, f. 500.019/I (Mussolini to Boncompagni Ludovisi, 1 
July 1931). 
 
50 Giulio Quirino Giglioli, “‘La più bella via del mondo’: La Via dell’Impero a Roma,” Le Vie d’Italia. 
Rivista Mensile del Touring Club Italiano 38 (1932): 175.  
 
51 Quoted in D. Medina Lasansky, The Renaissance Perfected: Architecture, Spectacle, and Tourism in 
Fascist Italy (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004), 5 n. 13.  
 
52 “Tutto il pittoresco sudicio è affidato a Sua Maestà il piccone, tutto questo pittoresco è destinato a 
crollare e deve crollare in nome della decenza, della igiene e, se volete, anche della bellezza della capitale.” Speech 
of 18 March 1932, in Benito Mussolini, Scritti e Discorsi, vol. 8 (Milan: U. Hoepli), 30, quoted and translated in 
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The exuberant act of destruction that this entailed is all the more pitiably impressive 
given that most of the demolition was accomplished by manual labor, a fact triumphantly 
recorded in the many films shot by the Istituto LUCE (L’Unione Cinematografica Educativa) 
that bear witness to the creation of Roma Mussoliniana.53  The sequence of events was always 
the same.  Mussolini, in the role of “symbolic laborer,” stands surrounded by officials and 
workmen on the rooftop of a building slated to be razed, and makes the first blows with the 
pickaxe to inaugurate the work.  The next scene reveals teams of men tugging at ropes to topple 
walls, who then stand cheering in the dust and rubble of the demolished section.  The lack of 
heavy machinery gives the images a pre-modern cast, but is explained by the mass 
unemployment caused by the dire economic situation that left almost one million workers 
unemployed.54  The transformation of the city virtually by hand was part of the broader scheme 
of public works that attempted to ameliorate levels of acute unemployment as a result of the 
Great Depression.   
 
The “Unfortunate Little Hill”: The Destruction of the Velia  
At the start of the demolition work to construct the Via dell’Impero there was still no 
agreement over the precise route the avenue should follow.  According to Muñoz, the decision to 
drive the road directly between Piazza Venezia and the Colosseum was determined by the 
Governor of Rome and approved by Mussolini himself: 
                                                                                                                                                             
Spiro Kostof, “The Emperor and the Duce: The Planning of the Piazzale Augusto Imperatore in Rome,” in Art and 
Architecture in the Service of Politics, ed. Henry Millon and Linda Nochlin (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1978), 287.  
 
53 Many of these scenes appear in La Roma di Mussolini (Leonardo Ciacci and Leonardo Tiberi, Istituto 
Luce, 2003), a film that takes its title from Muñoz’s book of the same name, and which documents the 
transformation of the city as recorded in LUCE newsreels.  
 
54 This figure is given in Jeffrey Schnapp, “Epic Demonstrations,” in Fascism, Aesthetics, and Culture, ed. 




Once the Commission for the Master Plan, the Council of Fine Arts and the Council of 
Public Works unanimously accepted the need to create a new, broad road between Piazza 
Venezia and the Colosseum, the difficult matter of fixing its route presented itself.  
However, we were confronted with an unknown quantity because, despite the numerous 
and extensive explorations and archaeological excavations which have been carried out in 
recent years, there are certainly still other illustrious monuments lying hidden in the 
valley between the Capitoline and the Quirinal. . . .  And so the chosen solution was the 
one that was for the moment the most logical: that is, making the new road a straight line 
along an axis between the center of the monumental prospect of Palazzo Venezia and the 
Colosseum.55        
 
The primary topographical impediment to a direct route linking the north and south of the city 
was what Mulè, in his discussion of Fasolo’s plan, had referred to as a “specie di collina.”  This 
was in fact the Velia hill, the central height on a long natural spur extending from the Esquiline 
towards the Tiber, a ridge that also accommodated the Oppius and the Palatine which together 
divided the city in two (fig. 3.18).56  The Velia had been inhabited since the eighth century BCE, 
and was the site of the Renaissance Villa (sometimes called Palazzo) Rivaldi and its extensive 
gardens, which last abutted the northern wall of the Basilica of Maxentius, whose upper windows 
gave fine views from the garden of the church of S. Maria Nuova and the Palatine beyond (fig. 
3.19).57  The land had been granted to Eurialo Silvestri da Cingoli, a member of pope Paul III’s 
court, in 1547, and was subsequently transferred to cardinal Alessandro de’ Medici in 1567.  In 
                                                 
 
55 “Concordemente ammessa, dalla Commissione per il Piano Regolatore, dal Consiglio delle Belle Arti e 
da quello dei Lavori Pubblici, la necessità di creare una nuova ampia via di comunicazione tra Piazza Venezia e il 
Colosseo, si presentava l’arduo problema di fissarne il tracciato. Ci si trovava innanzi ad una incognita, perchè, 
malgrado le numerose e vaste esplorazioni e riesumazioni archeologiche di questi ultimi anni, il sottosuolo della 
valle tra il Campidoglio e il Quirinale nasconde ancora di certo monumenti insigni . . . . E allora si è prescelta la 
soluzione che è per ora la più logica: di dare cioè alla nuova arteria l’andamento rettilineo, segnando il suo asse tra il 
centro del monumentale prospetto di Palazzo Venezia e il Colosseo.” Muñoz, Via dei Monti e Via del Mare (Rome: 
Governatorato di Roma, 1932), 7-8; A. M. Racheli, “L’urbanistica nella zona dei Fori Imperiali,” in Via dei Fori 
Imperiali, 127-28. 
 
56 Adam Ziòłkowski, “Of Streets and Crossroads: The Location of the Carinae,” Memoirs of the American 
Academy in Rome 41 (1996): 121. 
 
57 The results of the rapid excavation and removal of the hill are pieced together in Antonella Magagnini, 
“A Case Study of the Evidence for Pre-Republican Habitation on the Velia Hill, Rome,” in From Huts to Houses: 
Transformations of Ancient Societies, ed. J. Rasmus Brandt and Lars Karlsson (Stockholm: Svenska Institutet i 
Rom, 2001), 389-94.   
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1662 the villa and grounds became the property of the Conservatorio delle Mendicanti after they 
were purchased with funds bequeathed by Monsignor Ascanio Rivaldi.58  The villa, which is 
sometimes attributed to Antonio da Sangallo the Younger,59 was at the time of the opening of the 
Via dell’Impero the location of the Pio Istituto Rivaldi, a mendicant foundation (fig. 3.20).60  
The institute’s property was expropriated in 1926 to make way for the new route between Via 
Cavour and the Colosseum foreseen in the 1925/26 Variante, which first considered the necessity 
of making a cut through the Velia.61  In the event, this plan remained a dead letter until the 1931 
Piano Regolatore was drawn up, though the course projected there was to be determined by 
whatever archaeological discoveries might need to be accommodated.      
In November 1931 the archaeologist Antonio M. Colini made several test digs at the 
summit of the Velia to discover what lay hidden beneath the Villa Rivaldi gardens. On seeing the 
results of this hasty trial excavation, Muñoz remarked that “nothing of even the slightest 
importance has been found” that would prevent the road from running through it, certainly not 
the ancient basilica that had been suggested by Sangallo and Pirro Ligorio and that had been 
incorporated into Fasolo’s 1930 proposal.62  The removal of this “unfortunate little hill,”63 as 
                                                 
 
58 Antonio Muñoz, Via dei Monti e Via del Mare, 32.  
 
59 For this attribution, see Gustavo Giovannoni, Antonio da Sangallo il Giovane, vol. 1 (Rome: Tip. 
Regionale, 1959), 291-94.  
 
60 For the villa and garden, see Giovanni Incisa della Rocchetta, “Il palazzo ed il giardino del Pio Istituto 
Rivaldi,” Capitolium 9, no. 4-5 (1933): 213-34; Giovanni Incisa della Rocchetta, “Ancora del palazzo e del giardino 
del Pio Istituto Rivaldi,” Capitolium 23, no. 1-2-3 (1948): 19-24, Rodolfo Lanciani, Storia degli scavi di Roma e 
notizie intorno le collezioni romane di Antichità, vol. 2 (Rome: Loescher, 1902), 213-18. For the destruction of the 
hill and its architectural remains, see Cederna, Mussolini urbanista, 175-87. 
 
61 A. M. Racheli, “L’urbanistica nella zona dei Fori Imperiali,” in Via dei Fori Imperiali, 148. 
 
62 “. . . Nulla si rinvenne di benchè minimo valore.” A. Muñoz, “La via dell’Impero e la via del Mare,” 
Capitolium 8, no. 11 (1932): 530.  
 




Colini called it, began in early December and was completed by June 1932, and various accounts 
of the time trumpet the astounding pace of the work (fig. 3.21).  One summed up the task in this 
way: “in a period of only six months 300,000 cubic meters of earth were excavated and removed, 
of which about 52,000 cubic meters were tufaceous rock and ancient concrete” along with 5,500 
units of housing.64  But Muñoz’s boast that nothing significant was found is belied by his own 
catalogue of remains uncovered and then quickly destroyed.  One sixth of the total volume of 
material carted away and used as infill along the Via Ostiense was made up of the remains of 
wells dating to the eighth century BCE, late Republican and Imperial houses and shops, long 
cryptoportici, the Compitum Acili (an important crossroads of the fifth century BCE, marked by 
a shrine), as well as much of the Villa Rivaldi and its gardens, including its celebrated niched 
retaining wall, and three churches (fig. 3.22).65  Muñoz quipped that the discovery of the fossil 
remains of elephas antiquus at the lowest stratum meant that in prehistory the area under the 
Velia was like a “zoological garden” where elephants and hippopotami roamed as they do now in 
the center of Africa.66  Though full accounts of the archaeological and topographical discoveries 
were promised, the findings were only published in preliminary general reports by Colini, the 
lead archaeologist.  Such was the haste of the work that much important data was lost, but 
Muñoz blithely batted such objections away, writing that only those visiting Rome with Goethe 
or Stendhal as a guide would miss the “filthy lanes and lice” of the demolished quarters.67  Those 
                                                 
 
64 Arturo Bianchi, “Il centro di Roma,” 149. 
 
65 These findings are catalogued in Cederna, Mussolini urbanista, 184-85. His source is A. M. Colini, 
“Scoperte tra il Foro della Pace e l’Anfiteatro,” Bullettino della Commissione archeologica comunale di Roma 61 
(1933): 79-87. The demolished churches were San Lorenzo ai Monti, Sant’Urbano ai Pantani, and Santa Maria in 
Macello Martyrum. 
 




who might object to the total erasure of the hill and “certain picturesque buildings” were 
reassured that architectural details from the destroyed buildings, including some “sacred 
aedicules,” were saved to enrich the collection of the Museo di Roma.68  As Joshua Arthurs has 
shown, this museum was inaugurated in 1930 to collect relics of the city’s past, along with 
pictures and paintings of the disappearing cityscape that documented what was lost (Roma 
sparita or vanished Rome) in the creation of Roma Mussoliniana.69  Muñoz, whose destructive 
work provided so many of its objects, described the museum as “an urn for our sweet nostalgia, a 
refuge for our dreaming souls, the oasis where we Romans can go to renew our spirits, among 
the dear little things of the life that once was!”70  The use of the word “urn” is particularly 
instructive here, as the objects and scenes of popular daily life collected in the museum were 
                                                                                                                                                             
67 “I suoi vicoli sudici e i suoi pidocchi.” Muñoz, Roma di Mussolini, 198, translated in Ridley, “Augusti 
Manes volitant per auras,” 34. 
 
68 Muñoz, “La via dell’Impero e la via del Mare,” 539. 
 
69 Joshua Arthurs, “Roma Sparita: Local Identity and Fascist Modernity at the Museo di Roma,” Città e 
storia 3, no. 1-2 (2009): 189-200. See also his Excavating Modernity: The Roman Past in Fascist Italy (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2012), 50-90. Also see Antonio Muñoz, “Roma che sparisce: La mostra dell’Associazione 
Artistica a via Margutta,” Capitolium 3, no. 2 (1927): 57-68. 
 
70 “. . . L’urna delle dolce nostalgie, il refugio della nostra anima sognante, l’oasi dove noi romani potremo 
andare a ricrearci lo spirito, tra le care piccole cose della vita che fu!” Antonio Muñoz, Il Museo di Roma (Rome: 
Governatorato di Roma, 1930), 8, quoted and translated in Joshua Arthurs, “Roma Sparita: Local Identity and 
Fascist Modernity at the Museo di Roma,” 198. The idea to form such a museum had been mooted in 1908 by a 
small committee of scholars and students (including Antonio Muñoz) under the guidance of Domenico Gnoli. A 
core collection was established for a retrospective exhibition at the Castel Sant’Angelo in 1911, but it did not find a 
permanent home until the idea was taken up by the first Governor of Rome, Francesco Boncompagni Ludovisi, 
following the First Congress of Roman Studies in 1922. Muñoz was made the president of the commission, which 
also included Carlo Galassi-Paluzzi and Antonio Maria Colini, both prominent archaeologists. From the outset it 
was conceived as a museum of popular tradition in which to preserve objects, traditions, and images of the city that 
were disappearing with each swing of the pickaxe, a sop and salve to the wholesale destruction of “characteristic” 
neighborhoods. Aspects of the Imperial and papal past, so well represented in other collections and in such evidence 
around the city, were purposefully excluded: “in questo nuovo museo non si potrà vedere la spada degli imperatori, 
o il triregno dei pontefici; e non ci saranno nè Giulio Cesare, nè Virgilio, nè Gregorio Magno, nè Leone Decimo, nè 
Cola di Rienzo, nè Petrarca, nè Raffaello, nè Michelangelo, nè Bernini, nè Canova.  Non grandi uomini politici, nè 
grandi artisti; ma figure umili e curiose di piccoli borghesi e di popolani; non i drammi della grande storia, ma i coli 
episodi della vita popolare, intima, domestica; il racconto delle gioie, dei dolori, delle deliziose fanciullaggini, degli 
ingenui pensieri del popolo romanesco.” Muñoz, Il Museo di Roma, 8. See also Carlo Pietrangeli, Il Museo di Roma: 




anathema to the Rome of the present, the modern Rome of the motorcar and Fascist efficiency.  
By relegating them to the museum they were immediately made historical and part of an 
irrecoverable past, the musealized ashes of a vanishing popular culture. 
According to Muñoz, the most tangible result of the removal of the hill, artistically and 
archaeologically speaking, was the “freeing” of the rear (northern) wall of the Basilica of 
Maxentius (fig. 3.23).71  The Basilica was begun in 306 CE as part of a large-scale building 
program intended to curry favor for its sponsor, the emperor Maxentius (278-312), but was 
completed by Constantine in 313.  The center of Rome had been swept by a fire in 283 CE that 
devastated the buildings between the Capitoline and the Colosseum.  Maxentius rebuilt much of 
the area in grand style, and his greatest structure was the Basilica which covered an area of 
approximately 7,000 square meters, a three aisled building of brick-faced concrete that was 
audaciously vaulted and coffered in a manner similar to the great imperial bathing complexes.  
Two of these naves collapsed in the Middle Ages following natural disasters, but the hulking 
mass of the last, with its three arches 25 meters high and 20 meters across, remained an imposing 
subject of artistic and architectural admiration.  In preparing the site, and in order not to encroach 
on the straight, 20 meters wide section of the Via Sacra that led to the west façade of the Temple 
of Venus and Roma, Maxentius’s architects instead cut into the Velia hill, as had Nero’s 
architects before them.72  A niched retaining wall, echoing the shape of the Basilica’s apsidal 
                                                 
 
71 Muñoz, “La via dell’Impero e la via del Mare,” 534. 
 
72 Here I follow the superb historical and topographical study of the site given by Carla Maria Amici, 
“From Project to Monument,” in The Basilica of Maxentius: The Monument, its Materials, Construction, and 
Stability, ed. Carlo Giavarini (Rome: “L’Erma” di Bretschneider, 2005), 21-74. The Neronian architects had cut the 
south slopes of the Velia in order to accommodate sections of Nero’s Domus Aurea. When the Flavians demolished 
this in an act of damnatio memoriae, Domitian’s builders took advantage of the substructures of the earlier work to 
construct the Horrea Piperataria, a spice market, which in turn was demolished to make room for the construction of 




wall, was built against the Velia to accommodate a perimeter road (fig. 3.24).  This was filled 
with earth in the fifth century but was uncovered by Muñoz, who was gratified to find an ancient 
Roman precedent for a path between the Forum and the Colosseum, one nevertheless surpassed 
by his own: “One can therefore establish that the ancients had already been presented with the 
problem of communication with the Colosseum, which they resolved with a little road, six 
meters wide; ours today is thirty meters wide,” he crowed.73   
Continuing the modus operandi established in 1923 with the “isolation” and restoration 
of the Temple of Hercules Victor (the so-called Temple of Vesta) and the Temple of Portunus 
(sometimes called the Temple of Fortuna Virilis) in Piazza Bocca della Verità,74 the Basilica was 
restored, aggrandized, and bordered with well tended landscaping to emphasize its role as a 
symbolic exclamation point on the landscape (fig. 3.25).75  When restoring ancient structures 
Muñoz followed the guidelines of Camillo Boito (1836-1914), an architect and theorist who was 
the first person in Italy to devise a systematic theory of restoration.76  This theory, which was 
fully expressed in his Questioni pratiche di belle arti (1893), advised that historic buildings 
should be consolidated only when necessary and in keeping with the original design (when 
known), and that all extraneous material should be removed from buildings of especial historical 
importance.  The picturesque outlines that evidenced the passage of time in a ruin should be 
                                                 
73 “Si può quindi affermare che il problema della communicazione verso il Colosseo era già presentato agli 
antichi, che l’avevano risolto con una stradetta di sei metri; la nostra è oggi larga trenta . . . .” Muñoz, “La via 
dell’Impero e la via del Mare,” 534. 
 
74 The French regime, too, had made the Temple of Hercules Victor an early focus of its strategy of 
monumental dégagement, though the work was incompletely carried out. See Ridley, The Eagle and the Spade, 205-
16.  
 
75 Muñoz supervised the restoration of the Temple of Portunus and Giovan Battista Milani the Temple of 
Hercules Victor. The refurbished Temple of Portunus was inaugurated by Mussolini on the birthday of the King, 11 
November 1925. “Questo è il mio tempio,” he said to those standing nearby. Muñoz, Roma di Mussolini, 131. See 
also Antonio Muñoz, Il restauro del tempio della Fortuna Virile (Rome: Società editrice d’arte illustrata, 1925). 
 
76 Françoise Choay, The Invention of the Historic Monument, trans. Lauren M. O’Connell (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 109-10.  
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maintained (i.e., such structures should not be rebuilt), and any new material used to consolidate 
a structure should be clearly differentiated from the original.77  These rules were generally 
applied in the restoration of the Basilica, although to the untrained eye it is almost impossible to 
distinguish the restoration work carried out in 1931-32 from the original fabric.78  So convincing 
is it that this type of masterly, if overzealous, restoration has been criticized as “rather too 
Roman than not Roman enough.”79   
Similar work was undertaken at the Markets of Trajan (ca. 100-112 CE), a name given 
the extensive hemicycle of shops, offices and a groin-vaulted great hall cut into the slopes of the 
Quirinal, when it was excavated and restored by Corrado Ricci between 1928 and 1934 (fig. 
3.26).80  Ricci, having removed the overlying houses, repaired the weathered and pockmarked 
walls of the brick-faced concrete interior and the curved façade to a semblance of their original 
appearance, even adding modern brick stamps above the doorways and on the stairways he 
consolidated, in emulation of ancient practice (fig. 3.27).  In this he was assisted by the architect 
                                                 
 
77 Ibid., and Alberto M. Racheli, Restauro a Roma (Venice: Marsilio, 1995), 93-103; and Liliana Grassi, 
Camillo Boito (Milan: Il Balcone, 1959), 41-48. A useful contemporary summary of the principles to be followed in 
the restoration of monuments is “Norme per il restauro dei monumenti,” Bollettino d’Arte 25, no. 7 (1932): 325-27. 
This charter was prepared by Gustavo Giovannoni and approved by the Antiquities and Fine Arts administration in 
December 1931. For a succinct discussion of the restoration techniques practised in the Fascist period, see Donatello 
D’Angelo and Giampaolo Daniele, “Tecniche di restauro in epoca fascista. Le cinque categorie di Giovannoni,” in 
Storia del restauro archeologico: Appunti, ed. Donatello D’Angelo and Silvia Moretti (Florence: Alinea, 2004), 39-
54.  
 
78 The Fascist period restoration work is highlighted in Carla Maria Amici, “From Project to Monument,” 
58, fig. 2.48.  
 
79 Russell Meiggs, Roman Ostia (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1960),  6.  
 
80 Lucrezia Ungaro, “Scoprimento dell’emiciclo del Foro di Traiano (1926-1934),” in Gli anni del 
Governatorato, ed. Luisa Cardilli (Rome: Kappa, 1995), 46 n. 1. As with many other Fascist-era excavations, 
Ricci’s work on the Markets of Trajan was only preliminarily and incompletely published: Giuseppe Lugli, “I 
Mercati traianei,” Dedalo 10 (1929-30): 527-51; Corrado Ricci, Il Mercato di Traiano (Rome: Governatorato di 
Roma, 1929); C. Ricci, “Il Mercato di Traiano,” Capitolium 5, no. 11 (1929): 541-55; C. Ricci, “Due bifore gotiche 
nel Mercato di Traiano,” Capitolium 8, no. 7 (1932): 332-35. Though Ricci christened the building the Market of 
Trajan, it is now more commonly referred to in the plural.    
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Luigi Moretti,81 who also worked with Ricci in his arrangement of the ancient ruins lying around 
the base of the medieval Torre delle Milizie (ca. 1200 CE), which stood at the summit of the 
Quirinal.82  This was one of the few remaining crude defensive towers erected by noble families 
in Rome during this period of factional strife, and the most spectacular given its lofty position 
above the Markets of Trajan.83  Its counterpart was the Torre dei Conti (1238 CE), a tower 
erected by the noble Conti family and which incorporated a rectangular exedra belonging to the 
Temple of Peace (Templum or Forum Pacis).  This tower was the southern marker of a fortified 
enclave that encompassed the remains of the Imperial Fora and which stretched to the Torre delle 
Milizie, which the Conti also controlled.  The remaining stump of this squat tower, which stands 
at the junction of Via Cavour and Via dell’Impero, is of brick and stone and is characterized by a 
strongly canted base and brick buttresses that rise to a crenellated roofline (fig. 3.28).  The 
buildings lying against the tower and standing close by, such as the Palazzo Niccolini and the 
                                                 
 
81 ACS, Archivio Moretti, b. 98 (“Elenco cronologico delle opere da curriculum”). Moretti also, in 1931, 
prepared detailed drawings for the restoration of the Precinct of the Harmonious Gods (Portico detto degli ‘Dei 
Consenti’) in the Roman Forum. The Fascist-era arrangement of the area lying between the Roman Forum and the 
Capitoline is the subject of Antonio Muñoz, “Tra il foro e il campidoglio,” Capitolium 17, no. 9 (1942): 261-74.   
 
82 This tower derives its name from the Byzantine soldiers, militiae Tiberianae, housed in Trajan’s Markets 
during the late sixth century. The area they occupied in the upper section was called after them de militiis, a name 
that then attached itself to the tower. See James E. Packer, “Report from Rome: The Imperial Fora, a Retrospective,” 
American Journal of Archaeology 101, no. 2 (1997): 320-21. 
 
83 For this and the other medieval towers of Rome, see: Lorenzo Bianchi, Case e torri medioevali a Roma 
(Rome: “L’Erma” di Bretschneider, 1998); Francesco Tomasetti, “Torri di Roma,” Capitolium 1, no. 5 (1925) 266-
77; Anna Maria Cusanno, Le fortificazioni medioevali a Roma. La Torre dei Conti e la Torre delle Milizie (Rome: 
Palombi, 1991);  Pio Francesco Pistilli, “L’architettura a Roma nella prima metà del Duecento (1198-1254),” in 
Roma nel Duecento: L’arte nella città dei papi da Innocenzo III a Bonifacio VIII, ed. Angiola Maria Romanini 
(Turin: SEAT, 1991), 3-71. Ferdinand Gregorovius beautifully evokes the turreted landscape of Rome in the 
thirteenth century: “Everywhere that the eye rested might be seen gloomy, defiant, battlemented towers, built out of 
the monuments of the ancients, with crenelated enceintes of most original form, constructed of pieces of marble, 
bricks, and fragments of peperino. These were the castles and palaces of Guelf or Ghibelline nobles, who sat 
thirsting for battle in ruins on the classic hills, as though Rome were not a city but an open territory, the possession 
of which was disputed in daily warfare. . . .  Families dwelt among ruins, in uncomfortable quarters, barred by heavy 
iron chains, with their relatives and retainers, and only now and then burst forth with the wild din of arms, to make 
war on their hereditary enemies.” Gregorovius, History of Rome in the Middle Ages, vol. 5, part 2, trans. Annie 
Hamilton (London: George Bell & Sons, 1906), 659-60. 
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Palazzo Niccolini Sereni, were demolished beginning in the summer of 1934.84  The poorly 
preserved façade facing the Via dell’Impero was repaired, and the large windows knocked 
through the outer walls towards the end of the nineteenth century in order to make the tower 
habitable were reduced in size to give the structure a more authentically medieval appearance, 
following designs drawn up by Muñoz (fig. 3.29).85  This tower was the most prominent 
medieval structure along the edge of the Via dell’Impero, an immovable mass at the northern 
edge of the site delimited for the Palazzo Littorio.               
Directly across the Via dell’Impero from the Basilica of Maxentius, Muñoz built an 
arcaded, brick-faced retaining wall of his own design to stand against the remains of the Velia 
beneath the Villa Rivaldi (fig. 3.30).  It stretches about one hundred meters along the road and is 
a typological and material variation on the perimeter retaining wall of the Basilica of Maxentius 
and on the destroyed analogue belonging to the Villa Rivaldi gardens.  It rests on a travertine 
plinth, about two meters high, on which stand eleven niches marked by pronounced brick 
banding, and topped with a slender band of travertine surmounted by an iron balustrade and 
alternating brick piers.86  The central niche rises from the ground on two steps and houses a 
fountain with a lower basin of colored marble, and an upper, ancient one of granite that once 
stood in the courtyard of the Palazzo di Montecitorio. The wall behind the fountain is faced with 
polished travertine and opens to reveal the remnants of the Villa Rivaldi garden.  To either side 
of this central opening Muñoz affixed travertine fasces (since removed) as a marker of the 
                                                 
 
84 Anna Maria Cusanno, “Il restauro e l’isolamento della Torre dei Conti,” in Gli anni del Governatorato 
(1926-1944): Interventi urbanistici, scoperte archeologiche, arredo urbano, restauri,  ed. Luisa Cardilli (Rome: 
Kappa, 1995), 126.  
 
85 Ibid., 127. See also Sylvia Diebner, “La Torre dei Conti negli anni del Governatorato (1926-1944),” 
Ricerche di storia dell’arte 3 (2012): 85-90. 
 
86 Muñoz, Via dei Monti e Via del Mare, 34. 
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regime’s authorship, just as a papal structure might bear the cartouche of the commissioning 
pope (fig. 3.31).   
On the newly-exposed north retaining wall of the Basilica of Maxentius, Muñoz placed 
four marble maps, each measuring approximately 4.6 square meters, marking the extension of 
Roman territorial dominance from the city’s foundation to its maximum extent under Trajan (fig. 
3.32).  The first shows a tiny white disk showing Rome at its foundation in the eighth century, 
the second shows the territory of Rome at the end of the Punic wars (146 BCE), the third map 
represents the empire at the death of Augustus (14 CE), and the fourth at the time of Trajan (98 –
117 CE).  In each the proportion of white to black increases to reflect the expansion of the 
empire.  The maps were made in 1934 by artisans working for the Ufficio di Belle Arti del 
Governatorato di Roma.87  According to Muñoz, they “represent in an obvious way to the eyes of 
the people, both learned and uncultivated, the development of the dominion of Rome . . . . The 
Duce himself wanted these lapidary maps to be displayed in this location, teaching and providing 
a lesson for all; remember our pride, hope for our future.”88  Underscoring the theme of empire, a 
fifth map was placed to the right of the others, on an outer hemicycle of the Basilica, to display 
and exalt Mussolini’s proclamation of empire on 9 May 1936 (fig. 3.33): “The Italian people 
have created the Empire with their blood, will make it fertile with their labor, and will defend it 
against whomsoever with their arms. In this certain hope, raise high—legionaries—your 
                                                 
  
87 The genesis, design, and significance of these maps is examined in Heather Hyde Minor, “Mapping 
Mussolini: Ritual and Cartography in Public Art during the Second Roman Empire,” Imago Mundi 51 (1999): 147-
62. While the first four maps remain in place, the fifth, showing Mussolini’s new Italian empire, was pulled down at 
the end of the Second World War, from where it found its way, broken and disfigured, to the storerooms beneath the 
Theatre of Marcellus. It has now been restored and mounted on a wall in a rarely-visited courtyard of the Museo 
della Civiltà Romana at EUR.   
 
88 “Rappresentano in modo evidente agli occhi del popolo, dotto e incolto, lo sviluppo del dominio di Roma 
. . . . Il Duce ha voluto che proprio in quel luogo fossero collocate queste carte lapidee, insegnamento e 
ammonimento per tutti: ricordo di orgoglio, speranza pel futuro.” Muñoz, Roma di Mussolini, 221-22, translated in 
Minor, “Mapping Mussolini,” 150. 
132 
 
standards, your weapons and your hearts, and salute, after fifteen centuries, the re-appearance of 
the Empire on the predestined hills of Rome.”89 
At the road’s northern end, Piazza Venezia had already been expanded and made regular 
in line with the provisions of the 1909 Piano Regolatore and the suggestions of the 1919 Royal 
Commission. The block of houses lying between Piazza Venezia and Piazza Aracoeli (to the 
west) had been demolished, creating a formless merger of the two squares that thereby ruined the 
approach to the Campidoglio, displaying a callous disregard for Michelangelo’s proto-Baroque 
architectural intentions, an intervention much bemoaned by Giovannoni.90  The wrecking of this 
area in 1928 brought to light the remains of a Roman insula, which was duly left in place in the 
shadow of the Church of the Aracoeli staircase (fig. 3.34).  This joined the other structures that 
were deemed worthy of preservation in the environs of the Vittoriano: the medieval church of S. 
Biagio de Mercato and the meager remains of the tomb of Gaius Poplicius Bibulus (first century 
BCE), which likewise huddled like a lost child against the flanks of the monument.  Further to 
the west along the Via del Mare, the Theatre of Marcellus was “isolated” —“liberato dalle luride 
casacce che lo soffocavano,” in Muñoz’s formulation91—“resurrected” and restored by the 
architects Alberto Calza Bini and Paolo Fidenzoni, beginning in April 1926 (fig. 3.35).92  The 
                                                 
 
89 This proclamation is reproduced in Il Popolo d’Italia, 11 May 1936. Translated in Minor, “Mapping 
Mussolini,” 154.  
 
90 Gustavo Giovannoni, Vecchie città ed edilizia nuova (Turin: Unione tipografico-editrice, 1931), 132.  
Likewise, in a postwar assessment of the transformation of the city of Rome under the Fascists, Henry Hope Reed 
criticized the destruction of the buildings standing between the Borgo Vecchio and the Borgo Nuovo in the creation 
of the Via Conciliazione that leads to St. Peter’s: “The element of surprise, so much a part of the planning of 
Baroque Rome, was taken away and the approach to the greatest church in the world made a sorry anticlimax.” 
Reed, “Rome: The Third Sack,” Architectural Review 107 (1950): 110. 
 
91 Muñoz, Roma di Mussolini, 162. 
 
92 Paolo Fidenzoni, “La liberazione del Teatro Marcello e lo scoprimento di una casetta medioevale,” 
Capitolium 2, no. 10 (1927): 594-600; Renato Pacini, “Un teatro sotto un paese,” Capitolium 9, no. 7 (1933): 356-
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theatre, only the second to be built of stone in Rome, was begun by Julius Caesar but completed 
and inaugurated by Augustus in 13 or 11 BCE, who named it after his nephew and once 
presumptive heir who had died in 23 BCE.93  In the post-antique period the remains of the 
theatre had been adapted to serve as a fortified residence of a succession of princely families: the 
Pierleone in the eleventh century and the Savelli from 1368, under whose ownership it was 
converted to a palazzo after designs by Baldassare Peruzzi in 1519.  In 1712 it became property 
of the Orsini family.  The remains of the Palazzo Orsini were preserved, somewhat paradoxically 
given Mussolini’s order to strip the ancient monuments of parasitical accretions, but this was 
done because the principle guiding the restoration was “to preserve not only the relics of 
classical antiquity, but the buildings of other epochs, provided they have artistic or historic 
significance.”94  The inhabitants of the structure, like the peasants and day laborers who crowded 
the adjacent Piazza Montanara, were treated less generously.  With the beginning of the 
demolition and restoration work in 1926, the tradesmen and artisans who used the arches of the 
ground-story arcade as shops were evicted in order to clear down to the ancient ground level (fig. 
3.36).95  Calza Bini worked under the auspices of the Istituto per le Case Popolari, a bitter irony 
                                                                                                                                                             
64; Paolo Fidenzoni, Il Teatro di Marcello (Rome: Liber, 1970); and Paola Ciancio Rossetto, “Lavori di liberazione 
e sistemazione del Teatro di Marcello,” in Gli anni del Governatorato, 69-76.  
 
93 A New Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome, s.v. “Theatrum Marcelli.” 
 
94 “Il criterio che guida i lavori di ripristino dei monumenti di Roma, è quello di conservare non soltanto le 
reliquie dell’antichità classica, ma gli edifici di qualsiasi epoca, purché abbiano importanza artistica o interesse 
storico.” Muñoz, Roma di Mussolini, 166.  
 
95 In describing this work, William Stuart Messer, of Dartmouth College, adopted the linguistic tropes of 
the Fascist regime: “The theater is situated in the most squalid and crowded quarter of Rome—a quarter which has 
long been so. For three hundred years the ghetto was at its doors, whose Jewish inhabitants were surrounded by a 
wall and restricted to the trades of carding silk and of costermongering. . . . The walls of the ghetto have 
disappeared, but the descendants of the ghetto still cling to their former haunts. The great arches of the theater they 
have converted into wretched shops and squalid hovels, and much of the old disrepute of the quarter persists today.  
The ‘carbonai,’ the charcoal venders, the blacksmiths, the old-clothes dealers, the hardware sellers move dirty and 
desolate about the arches where once the Roman passed to some festival clad in his holiday toga. . . . The plan of the 
government, now well under way, is to clean out entirely the disreputable shops and houses that disfigure the 
exterior, and to isolate the monument. No sooner are the dispossessed inhabitants trundled away in government 
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for those whose residences in and around the theatre were destroyed.  However, Muñoz claimed 
that the destruction of so much housing stock in the creation of the Via dell’Impero and Via del 
Mare was of no concern as the postwar housing shortage had been overcome;96 the ejected 
inhabitants were promised more salubrious quarters on the outskirts of town.  The southwestern 
spur of the Capitoline, which the theatre faced, was likewise “freed from the hovels that 
obscured it” and exposed down to the bare rock.  Its verges were planted with cypresses, olive 
trees, laurel, and pines, and now appeared, in the words of Muñoz, “as beautiful as the Acropolis 
of Athens” (fig. 3.3).97  
In 1931 the eastern flank of the Vittoriano was still separated from Trajan’s Forum and 
Markets by blocks of houses, and the official plan (adopting a solution advanced by Ugo 
Ojetti)98 proposed to demolish these and build two flanking curved columnar exedrae either side 
of the monument to mediate between its brilliant white mass and the warmer tones and smaller 
scale of the Forum of Trajan to the east and the Via Giulio Romano to the west (fig. 3.37).99  But 
this idea was immediately questioned by Ricci and his commission that was considering the 
archaeological recuperation of the area: 
We agree with the Master Plan commission’s decision to leave the problem of the 
arrangement [sistemazione] of the area between the Capitoline Hill, Via Alessandrina and 
Via del Colosseo completely unresolved.  It will not be possible to sort out this problem 
                                                                                                                                                             
camions—not without protest on the part of many—to the new quarters assigned to them than an ax and pick 
commence their work.” Messer, “The New Rome and Archaeology,” The Classical Journal 22, no. 3 (1926): 181-
82.    
 
96 Ibid., 189.  
 
97 Ibid., 169. 
 
98 Cederna, Mussolini urbanista, 133-34. 
  
99 Mussolini had remarked on the excessive whiteness of the Vittoriano while he was at the Campidolglio 
for the installation of the commission for the Piano Regolatore of Rome. Piacentini agreed that the type of marble 
there used (Brescian botticino) contrasted poorly with the travertine of the Roman monuments, and suggested that he 
could ameliorate the stark whiteness by applying an acid solution to mute its tones. ACS, SPD, Carteggio Riservata, 
b. 103, Piacentini, Comm. Arch. Prof. Marcello (Piacentini to Mussolini, 16 June 1930).  
135 
 
until the excavations are complete, excavations which will doubtless bring to light 
important and fundamental results.  We believe therefore that the planned portico on the 
left [east] of the Vittoriano is premature. Among other things, we believe such a 
colonnade would cause confusion with the ruins of Trajan’s Forum (which it would hide), 
Piazza Venezia, the Market of Trajan and the Forum of Augustus.  The ruins lying 
beneath might need to be left visible.100       
  
In the end, an alternative solution—the “arboreal exedrae”—was agreed based on a design by 
Ricci but worked up by the landscape architect Raffaele De Vico (fig. 3.38).  These were built 
either side of the Vittoriano in order to mediate the convergence of the Corso, the Via del Mare, 
and the Via dell’Impero as well as to mask the irregularities in the grouping of the surrounding 
buildings.  Each is composed of a raised stepped platform of travertine surmounted by travertine 
bollards and benches, with interspersed myrtle hedges and umbrella pines (fig. 3.39).  They were 
intended to be, in Valerio Mariani’s words, a “place of security and a calm refuge from the 
whirling movement at the center of the city.”101 Along the inside upper edge are bronze-based 
flag staffs, designed by the architect Angelo di Castro and the sculptor Enrico Martini, to hold 
pennants and standards during festivals.  They are decorated with the de rigueur fasces and also 
wolf heads, probably derived from those found in Lake Nemi and once belonging to a Caligulan 
pleasure barge.102  The diameter of the piazza enclosed by the two exedrae was boastfully 
compared to Bernini’s Piazza S. Pietro, which this exceeded by ten meters.    
                                                 
 
100 “Si conviene con la Commissione del P. R. circa l’opportunità di lasciare completamente insoluto il 
problema della sistemazione tra il Colle Capitolino, la Via Alessandrina e la Via del Colosseo. Tale problema non 
potrà essere risoluto se non quando lo scavo completo si sarà effettuato mettendo in evidenza risultati senza dubbio 
importanti e fondamentali.  Prematuro perciò si ritiene il portico segnato sulla sinistra del Monumento. Tra l’altro si 
considera che un colonnato a giorno genererebbe confusione con i resti del Foro Traiano, che nasconderebbe, da 
Piazza Venezia, il Mercato di Traiano e il Foro di Augusto; che i ruderi sottostanti potrebbero esigere di essere 
lasciati visibili.” Governatorato di Roma, Piano regolatore di Roma, 35.  
 
101 “. . . Luogo di sicuro e calmo rifugio dal movimento turbinoso del centro della città.” Mariani in 
Corrado Ricci, Antonio M. Colini and Valerio Mariani, Via dell’Impero (Rome: La Libreria dello Stato, 1933), 24. 
  
102 One of these heads is illustrated in H. P. L’Orange, Mussolinis og Caesarernes Rom (Oslo: Gyldendal 
Norsk Forlag, 1932), 118.  
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When completed the Via dell’Impero was 900 meters long and 30 meters wide, 20 for 
cars and 10 for pedestrian sidewalks.  The broad road cut the Imperial Fora into two incongruous 
parts and covered more than half in asphalt, rather perversely obscuring the very things it was 
claimed to valorize.  At the start of the road proper a milestone was erected and inscribed with 
the date of the road’s inauguration and bearing the names of the King, the Dictator, and the 
Governor of Rome.  Close by stands the bronze statue of Caesar on a pedestal, modeled on a 
marble in the Campidoglio, naming him “dictator perpetuus,” a reassuring exemplar for 
Mussolini.  It was first placed before the tabernae of the Forum of Caesar, but was moved to its 
present position for the opening of the road.  The remains of the fora of Trajan, Augustus, and 
Nerva were also marked by statues of their imperial sponsors: Trajan’s, a copy from an original 
in the National Museum in Naples,  Augustus’s, a copy of the famous Prima Porta statue in the 
Vatican Museum, and Nerva’s, based on a variety of sources, but with a head copied from one 
kept in the Museo Nazionale in Rome.103  These all stand on a triangle of landscaped land, dotted 
with umbrella pines, that was left after the buildings sitting on it had been demolished, though it 
wasn’t excavated (fig. 3.40).  These park like areas were set apart from the excavated 
archaeological remains by travertine bollards and travertine-topped low brick walls, the ever 
present hallmark of efforts in the 1930s to tidy up newly excavated sites and set them off as sites, 
thus allowing the monuments to “loom gigantic in their necessary solitude,” as Mussolini had 
commanded.104 
                                                 
 
103 Corrado Ricci, Antonio M. Colini and Valerio Mariani, Via dell’Impero (Rome: La Libreria dello Stato, 
1933), 135. These statues, along with other aspects of the embellishment of the road, are illustrated in Giuseppe 
Marchetti Longhi, “La via dell’Impero nel suo sviluppo storico-topografico e nel suo significato ideale,” Capitolium 
10, no. 2 (1934): 55-84. 
 
104 “I monumenti millenari della nostra storia debbono giganteggiare nella necessaria solitudine.” 
Mussolini, Scritti e discorsi, vol. 5, 245. 
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Although it was officially inaugurated in October 1932, the road did not open to traffic 
until April 1933 and much of the demolition work along the sides of the avenue was not 
completed fully until the summer of 1934; the archaeological “isolation” of other structures 
along the road took longer still.105  The Hadrianic Temple of Venus and Roma (121-140 CE), 
lying hard by the Basilica of Maxentius on the slope of the Velia, was an immense dipteral 
temple standing in a colonnaded portico whose cellas of the titular goddesses met back to back in 
vast semicircular apses.106  The church of S. Maria Nova (now called S. Francesca Romana) was 
built into the ruins in the ninth century after the ancient fabric of the temple were spoliated—its 
bronze roof tiles were removed in the early seventh century in order to roof old St. Peter’s—
leaving a much diminished carcass.  The heavily spoliated and quarried temple was partially 
excavated under the Napoleonic Commission in 1814, and was later studied and completely 
cleared by Antonio Nibby between 1827 and 1829, after which it was largely neglected for more 
than a century.107  But with the completion of the Via dell’Impero and the Via dei Trionfi, the 
temple’s rude remains abruptly became a conspicuous and unsightly presence at one of Rome’s 
key intersections.108  Consequently, in September 1933 Alfonso Bartoli, the director of the 
excavations of the Palatine and Roman Forum, wrote that the fragments of its fallen columns 
should be re-erected upon the temple platform in order to make the remains more 
comprehensible and thereby add “a special and magnificent effect to the marvelous scenography 
                                                 
 
105 Manacorda and Tamassia, Il piccone del regime, 185. A list of the work remaining to be done as of 7 
September 1932 is given in a letter from the vice governor of Rome, Paolo D’Ancora, to Mussolini. ACS, SPD, 
Carteggio Ordinario 1922-43, b. 842, f. 500.019/I (“Stato di avanzamento dei lavori del decennale al giorno 7 
settembre 1932 –X–”).  
 
106 This was the arrangement after the rebuilding of the temple by Maxentius to repair damage caused by a 
fire of 307 CE. A New Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome, s.v. “Venus et Roma, Templum.”  
 
107 Ridley, The Eagle and the Spade, 196. 
 




of the area lying between the Via Sacra and the Via dell’Impero.”109  Such a view of the 
monumental remains, one that prized a spectacular, coherent image over the messy 
accumulations of centuries, aligned equally with Ricci’s earlier scenographic sense of the 
Imperial Fora as a whole and Mussolini’s command to disengage worthy monuments from 
surrounding urban fabric so that they might be venerated as discrete objects.    
Again it was Muñoz, assisted by the archaeologist Antonio Colini, who took charge of 
the temple’s “systematization,” following a procedure whose results underscored the general 
primacy of aesthetic effect over thorough archaeological investigation and documentation in the 
work of the Governatorate.  On 23 April 1934, Muñoz wrote to the Governor and echoed 
Bartoli’s suggestion to raise some of the fallen and fractured columns along the perimeter of the 
temple: “the effect of the reconstruction is sure to be remarkable from both an aesthetic and an 
archaeological standpoint; above all, one should keep in mind that one will thereby add a new 
note of beauty to the Via dell’Impero.”110  In the same letter, Muñoz assured the governor that 
the work could be completed in little more than six months’ time to coincide with the celebration 
of the anniversary of the March on Rome (i.e., 28 October 1934).  While the work was approved 
by the Archaeological Commission, the Governor put off the official inauguration of the 
completed restoration until 21 April 1935, the anniversary of the founding of Rome.111  Even 
with this postponement, preliminary studies began almost immediately and proceeded at the 
                                                 
 
109 “. . . Non solo gioverebbe alla immediata e integrale comprensione del Monumento da parte di tutti e 
aggiungerebbe un particolare e magnifico effetto alla meravigliosa scenografia nel tratto della zona compresa fra la 
Via Sacra e la Via dell'Impero.” ACS, AA.BB.AA., divisione II, 1940-1945, b. 148, quoted in A. M. Racheli, 
“L’urbanistica nella zona dei Fori Imperiali: Piani e attuazioni (1873-1932),” in Via dei Fori Imperiali, 151.   
 
110 “L’effetto della ricostruzione sarà certo notevolissimo dal punto di vista estetico e da quello 
archeologico; sopratutto è da tenere presente che si verrà in tal modo ad apportare una nuova nota di bellezza alla 
via dell’Impero.” Archivio Storico Capitolino, Ripartizione X 1922-1953, b. 135, f. 6 (Antonio Muñoz to Francesco 
Boncompagni Ludovisi), quoted in Paola Porretta, “Antonio Muñoz e via dei Fori Imperiali a Roma,” in Architetti e 
archeologi costruttori d’identità, ed. Elisabetta Pallottino (Rome: Carocci, 2008), 35.  
 
111 Ibid.  
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regime’s typically breathless pace.  In June, the architect Italo Gismondi was brought on as a 
consultant, and he produced a number of perspective drawings that gave an impression of the 
temple’s appearance when seen from the Via dell’Impero and the Via dei Trionfi.  
Archaeological excavations began in December with the aim of establishing the precise plan of 
the temple, especially the disposition of the temple’s porticos and the colonnade surrounding the 
building, which Nibby had thought existed only on the long sides of the platform.112  Their 
presence was postulated by the survival of seventy-two fragments of granite columns of varying 
size, all too small to be attributable to the temple proper.  Excavations and site analysis lasted 
only three months—this of a temple that had been the largest and grandest in ancient Rome—yet 
Muñoz boasted that “nothing was overlooked, no question left unresolved, in so far as its 
resolution depended on archaeological explorations.  The monument generously answered all the 
questions that were put to it; day by day all problems were clarified, all doubts were resolved.”113  
Full, extensive reports of the archaeological work were promised, though only summary essays 
were published.114         
Between March and April 1935 the fragments of fallen columns found in the area were 
re-erected along the perimeter of the temple platform, ten on the north side along the Via 
dell’Impero and twelve on the opposite side along the Sacra Via.  New bases were carved from 
travertine, and the missing parts of the column shafts were restored using a mixture of cement 
                                                 
 
112 Giuseppe Lugli, “Il restauro del tempio di Venere e Roma,” Pan 5, no. 7 (1935): 368; and Muñoz, La 
sistemazione del Tempio di Venere e Roma, 18.   
 
113 “. . . Nessun elemento venisse trascurato, nessun quesito lasciato insoluto, in quanto la sua risoluzione 
dipendesse dalle esplorazioni archeologiche. Il monumento ha risposto generosamente a tutte le domande che gli 
sono state rivolte; giorno per giorno abbiamo veduto chiarirsi tutti i problemi, risolversi tutti i dubbii.” Antonio 
Muñoz, La sistemazione del Tempio di Venere e Roma, 19.         
 
114 See, for example, Antonio Maria Colini, “Notizario di scavi, scoperte e studi intorno alle antichità di 
Roma e del Lazio – 1935,” Bullettino della Commissione Archeologica del Governatorato di Roma 63, no. 4 (1935): 
180-82; and Giuseppe Lugli, “Il restauro del tempio di Venere e Roma.” 
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and crushed stone to imitate granite while remaining visibly distinct from the original fabric.  
Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the restoration was the use of shrubs and other vegetation 
to suggest the placement of the missing architectural elements (most of which were missing due 
to the site’s thorough spoliation over the centuries), a technique Muñoz claimed he was the first 
to apply in this instance (fig. 3.41).115  The steps of the temple’s stylobate were marked with 
hedges of boxwood and myrtle; the missing wall of the temple cella facing the Via dell’Impero 
was reproduced in laurel; hollowed-out column bases planted with privet signaled the missing 
portico; and oleander, broom, lavender and rambling rose were used to mask the bare 
substructures of the temple platform that faced the Colosseum.116  It was more a garden than an 
archaeological reconstruction, an intentionally picturesque composition that beautified a length 
of the Via dell’Impero that, only a few months earlier, had been littered with broken columns and 
crumbling walls.  As Muñoz wrote:  
The systematization carried out in this way aims to be not only an example but also an 
artistic protest against the practice established in recent times of remaking with excessive 
confidence that which time has destroyed; to substitute for the picturesque—or what we 
might call Piranesian appearance that ancient monuments demonstrate by showing the 
traces of time and the tampering of men—coldly archaeological, we might say almost 
pedagogical, reconstructions to the detriment of the monuments’ beauty.117 
 
                                                 
 
115 Antonio Muñoz, La sistemazione del Tempio di Venere e Roma, 20. Paola Porretta notes that the 
technique had already been proposed by Giacomo Boni in the late nineteenth century and used on a more limited 
scale at the Domus Flavia. See Paola Porretta, “Antonio Muñoz e via dei Fori Imperiali a Roma,” 36; and Tiziana 
De Caria, “Antonio Muñoz. Il restauro del Tempio di Venere e Roma,” in Storia del restauro archeologico: 
Appunti, 55-56. 
 
116 Ibid., 20.   
 
117 “. . . La sistemazione fatta in tal modo vuole costituire oltre che un esempio anche una protesta artistica 
contro l’uso invalso in questi ultimi tempi di rifare con troppa facilità ciò che il tempo aveva distrutto; di sostituire 
all’aspetto pittoresco e diremmo Piranesiano che i monumenti antichi presentano mostrando le tracce del tempo e le 
manomissioni degli uomini, delle ricostruzioni freddamente archeologiche e diremmo quasi pedagogiche a tutto 
scapito della loro bellezza.” Ibid. As this passage voices a view of the treatment of the archaeological remnants 
strikingly at odds with much of the rest of the work that was carried out along the Via dell’Impero (e.g., Muñoz’s 
own restoration of the Basilica of Maxentius), perhaps Muñoz is making a virtue out of a necessity—a necessity 
brought about by the temple’s meager remains.    
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Steps in front of the temple led down to the base of the colossal bronze portrait statue of 
Nero which had once stood before the entrance vestibule to Nero’s Domus Aurea, but which 
Hadrian had moved closer to the Colosseum to make room for the construction of his Temple of 
Venus and Roma.118  The over 30-meters tall Colossus was transformed by Vespasian into the 
solar deity Sol, but the statue was destroyed before the late sixth century, and all that remained 
was the Hadrianic base.119  This was removed in 1934, its site marked out in granite blocks in the 
pavement.120  The nearby remains of the Meta Sudans, a large conical fountain of Domitianic 
date, were removed in 1936 (fig. 3.42).121  According to Muñoz their demolition was much 
protested by archaeologists, but was necessary because the base of the Colossus impeded the 
flow of traffic at the intersection of the Via dell’Impero and the Via dei Trionfi, and the 
remaining concrete core of the Meta Sudans was an eyesore that obstructed the view of the Arch 
of Constantine.122             
                                                 
 
118 This statue gave its name to the Flavian amphitheatre (Colosseum) around 1000 CE. A New 
Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome, s.v. “Colossus Solis (Neronis).” 
 
119 A close analysis of the Colossus and its different guises, together with an examination of the Domus 
Aurea which it embellished, is provided in Marianne Bergmann, Der Koloß Neros: Die Domus Aurea und der 
Mentalitätswandel im Rom der Frühen Kaiserzeit (Mainz: Philipp von Zabern, 1994). The idea of the Colossus 
would be resurrected in a number of entries to the Palazzo Littorio competition.  See below, Chapter 4. 
 
120 ACS, SPD, Carteggio Ordinario 1922-43, b. 840, f. 500.019/ I (Francesco Boncompagni Ludovisi to 
Mussolini, 30 August 1934).  
 
121 Elizabeth Marlowe, “‘The Mutability of All Things’: The Rise, Fall and Rise of the Meta Sudans 
Fountain in Rome,” in Architecture as Experience: Radical Change in Spatial Practice, ed. D. Arnold and A. 
Ballantyne (London: Routledge, 2004), 50. For a description and images of the 1933 exploration of the fountain and 
its foundations before their removal, see Antonio M. Colini, “Meta Sudans,” Atti della Pontificia Accademia 
Romana di Archeologia: Rendiconti 13 (1938): 15-39. 
 
122 Muñoz, Roma di Mussolini, 217-18. When Piacentini was asked by Muñoz in 1937 what he thought of 
the large spaces that had been opened up around the Colosseum, the Basilica of Maxentius, and the Theatre of 
Marcellus, he replied: “Certamente l’effetto panoramico che si è raggiunto vince ogni altra considerazione e 
compensa ogni perdita . . . .” (“Certainly the panoramic effect that is achieved surpasses every other consideration 
and compensates for every loss . . . .”) Antonio Muñoz, “Marcello Piacentini parla di Roma e di architettura,” 
L’Urbe 2, no. 5 (1937): 22. See also Arnaldo Maccari, “Viabilità e visuali nella zona del Colosseo,” Capitolium 9, 
no. 3 (1933): 129-36. 
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There were those who objected to the losses entailed by the wholesale destruction of 
topographical features and the razing of the built fabric overlying the Imperial Fora.  An article 
in the newspaper Il Messaggero lamenting the destruction of the Velia noted that “the 
excavations reached to the prehistoric levels. Whatever was preserved in the ground above these 
layers has been removed and destroyed without preserving even a written memory.  How the 
Velia was organized in the Roman period before the gardens documented by post-Renaissance 
maps covered it, we will never know.”123  Thomas Ashby, in a posthumously published article 
from Rome in the Journal of Roman Studies in 1933 (but about archaeological work carried out 
in 1930, that is, before the Via dell’Impero demolitions), remarked forlornly about the clearances 
around the Capitol that “we may be allowed to doubt whether the net gain is worth the loss.”124  
However, such objections were quickly swept aside by the laudatory appraisals of officials, 
archaeologists, and others who accommodated themselves more readily to the rhetorical 
standards of the time.  Though hurried and poorly published, foreign scholars most often gave 
glowing reviews of the progress being made.  For example, Albert van Buren, writing in June 
1933 from the American Academy in Rome on recent archaeological work, asserted that “the 
artistic and historical sense of Italy has never been more felicitous than in its dealing with the 
                                                 
 
123 “Lo sbancamento è arrivato dunque ai livelli preistorici. Qualunque cosa la terra avesse conservato negli 
strati soprastanti è stata rimossa e distrutta senza conservarne neanche una memoria scritta. Come fosse sistemata la 
Velia in eopca romana, prima che la ricoprissero gli orti documentati dalla cartografia post-rinascimentale, no lo 
potremo sapere mai.” Il Messaggero, 26 May 1932, quoted in Insolera and Perego, Storia moderna dei Fori di 
Roma, 115-16. For a review of responses to the demolitions, see Paul Baxa,  Roads and Ruins, 58-66; Ridley, 
“Augusti Manes volitant per auras,” 39-41; Manacorda and Tamassia, Il piccone del regime, 47-49; and Stephen L. 
Dyson, Eugénie Sellers Strong: Portrait of an Archaeologist (London: Duckworth, 2004), 180-87.  
 
124 Thomas Ashby, “Archaeological Discoveries in Italy and the Mediterranean during 1930,” Journal of 




problems of the Imperial fora and the Via dell’Impero.”125  Ludwig Curtius, the director of the 
German Archaeological Institute in Rome from 1928 to 1933, held similar views, praising how 
the excavations allowed “the decisive union of ancient Rome with modern Rome, the 
resurrection of the ruins and their new symbolic participation in the life of the state.”126 
Muñoz held no illusions that it was the considerable symbolic potential of monumental 
remains, rather than the implicit scholarly importance of ruins qua ruins, that underscored their 
significance.  Contrary to what some people might think, wrote Muñoz, the road had not been 
made to create dramatic views of the ancient ruins for  “the admirers of antiquity” and 
antiquarians, but to throw into direct contact ancient and modern.  “The monuments of ancient 
Rome that overlook these magnificent, ultra modern roads are not divorced from contemporary 
life as they were in the past, in secluded areas like precious objects in the dusty vitrines of a 
museum,” he wrote.  Rather, they have become “the background and center of the new roads and 
new squares . . . .  The remains of ancient Rome have nothing to fear from contact with the new, 
and the great memories that emerge from the vestiges of the past harmonize marvelously with 
the glorious song of modern Italy.”127  As Spiro Kostof has written, projects such as the Via 
dell’Impero were undertaken explicitly to reveal a “historical scenography” embellished with 
                                                 
125 Albert W. van Buren, “News Items from Rome,” American Journal of Archaeology 37, no. 3 (1933): 
499. Similar adulatory remarks appear in his Ancient Rome as Revealed by Recent Discoveries (London: Lovat 
Dickson, 1936). 
 
126 “La definitiva unione dell’antica Roma con la Roma moderna, la resurrezione delle rovine e la loro 
nuova simbolica partecipazione alla via dello stato.” Quoted in Luciano Canfora, “Classicismo e fascismo,” 
Quaderni di storia 2, no. 3 (1976): 34. Also of note is Curtius’s flattering pamphlet Mussolini und das antike Rom 
(Cologne: Petrarca-Haus, 1934).   
 
 127 “I monumenti della Roma antica che si affacciano su queste magnifiche strade modernissime, non si 
trovano più perciò, come nei tempi passati, relegati in zone apparte, distaccati della vita contemporanea, quasi 
oggetti preziosi racchiusi dentro le polverose vetrine di un museo; ma vengono a far parte della vita cittadina, sfondo 
e centro delle nuove strade e delle nuove piazze . . . . [D]el resto la Roma antica non ha nulla da temere dal contatto 
con la nuova, e i grandi ricordi che affiorano dalle vestigia del passato si armonizzano mirabilmente col canto di 
gloria dell’Italia moderna.”Antonio Muñoz, “Via dell’Impero,” Emporium 78, no. 466 (1933): 242.   
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monuments like the Basilica of Maxentius that were restored and manipulated to “enhance urban 
perspectives.”128 
Once “liberated” and restored the ancient monuments were reinscribed into the life of the 
modern city by serving as containers of, and backdrops to, Fascist political and cultural events.  
The great bath complexes of Diocletian and Caracalla were used for outdoor concerts, as was the 
Basilica of Maxentius (fig. 3.43).129  The newly restored Markets of Trajan hosted fairs and 
exhibitions such as the Mostra del restauro dei monumenti nell’era fascista (Exhibition of the 
Restoration of Monuments in the Fascist Era, October 1938), but also book and art fairs (fig. 
3.44).  The immense concavity of the Circus Maximus, which had become “a receptacle of the 
worst eyesores . . . a truly miserable sight to anyone looking down from the Palatine,”130 was 
cleared of small factories and houses in 1934, and made over into an exhibition space—a “fascist 
theme park,” in Marla Stone’s memorable phrase—that hosted some of the most significant 
displays of Fascist propaganda between 1936 and 1939: the Mostra Nazionale delle colonie 
                                                 
 
128 Kostof, The Third Rome, 14.  
 
129 In 1935 a New York Times article evoked the atmosphere of an evening concert in the newly excavated 
Basilica of Maxentius and rhapsodized about the sight of the Roman Forum which, “at night [is] restored to a 
semblance of the Civic Centre it used to be when disputatious gentlemen in togas paced the pavement of the Sacred 
Way. In Beethoven’s trumpeting finale, one could almost hear the chariots of the imperial Triumphs clattering down 
from the Arch of Titus to the foot of the Capitol. . . . We sat close together, mostly on backless benches, black shirts, 
white shirts, workers’ blouses, soldiers’ tunics, light frocks of Roman girls, all part of the pageant of the Rome of 
Mussolini, in which the past is not only unearthed, magnificently framed, but used, made to work, tapped to feed the 
national pride and energy as literally as the sources of the Tiber and the Arno are transmuted into electric power for 
modern industry. Trajan’s market, a few years ago buried in the cellars of old houses, is exhumed and restored to 
become again a going emporium, one week for books, another for toys, a third for peasant embroideries. . . . The 
Colosseum is a Fascist meeting place. . . . There are fairs, just now of modern household equipment, in the Circus 
Maximus. . . . Ancient Rome is no longer a corpse whose mighty bones stick up in odd places to twist the growth of 
a living city.  It is not even a peerless museum to attract sightseers from the ends of the earth. It is a stupendous 
memorial park for the people of Rome, the people of Italy . . . wherein they can remember their dead, learn to 
occupy their past without getting lost, feel at home again among the Caesars.” Anne O’Hare McCormick “Dreams 
of Empire Kindle Rome,” New York Times, 25 August 1935, SM1. This passage is quoted in part in Kostof, The 
Third Rome, 30-31. 
 
130 Antonio Muñoz, La Via del Circo Massimo (Rome: Tumminelli, 1934), 28-30, translated in Arthurs, 
Excavating Modernity, 75. 
145 
 
estive e dell’assistenza all’infanzia (National Exhibition of Summer Camps and Assistance to 
Children, June-September 1937), housed in an array of modernist pavilions by Adalberto Libera 
and Mario De Renzi; the Mostra del Dopolavoro (Dopolavoro Exhibition, May-August 1938), 
which celebrated the regime’s afterwork programs; the Mostra del tessile nazionale (Exhibition 
of National Textiles, November 1937-March 1938); and the Mostra autarchica del minerale 
italiano (Autarchic Exhibition of Italian Minerals, November 1938-May1939) (fig. 3.45).  As 
Stone has persuasively argued, these displays created a “parallel city” in the heart of Rome that 
“depicted a clean world of social peace, harmony, and Fascist predominance, devoid of the dirt, 
conflict, and ambiguity of the real city outside,” while their location in the shadow of the 
Palatine Hill underscored the historical continuity of the Roman past and Fascist present.131  But 
as Andreas Huyssen has suggested, the very act of restoring ruins and using them as spaces of 
spectacle “sanitizes” them and in so doing “the idea of decay, erosion, and a return to nature, so 
central to the eighteenth-century imaginary of ruins, is eliminated . . . .”132  Gustavo Giovannoni, 
in reviewing the restoration work undertaken across Italy up to 1938, praised the regime for 
reviving the “cult of antiquity” and for solidifying the ruins’ “tired bodies” and “free[ing] them 
from amorphous accretions.”133  Restoration, he wrote, was an overtly political act that followed 
on from Mussolini’s saying that “the past—interpreted, revived, updated—is a font of instruction 
that goads us to advance towards the great destiny of the Fatherland.”134  Only by banishing the 
                                                 
 
131 Marla Stone, The Patron State: Culture and Politics in Fascist Italy (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1998), 228-29. 
 
132 Andreas Huyssen, “Nostalgia for Ruins,” Grey Room 23 (2006): 10. 
 
133 Gustavo Giovannoni, Mostra del restauro dei monumenti nell’era fascista (Rome: C. Colombo, 1938), 
4.   
 
134 “Il passato, interpretato, vivificato, aggiornato—ha detto il Duce—è fronte di ammaestramento e 
pungolo per meglio avanzare verso le grande mete della Patria.” Mussolini in Gustavo Giovannoni, Mostra del 
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signs of decay could the ruins be transformed into monuments, the everlasting signifiers and 
visible proof of Fascism’s resurrection of the Roman past.   
 
Ruins, Romanità, and Rationalism 
That the ancient ruins might provide inspiration to contemporary architects is a truism 
that hardly needs elaborating, but whereas in the past it was the highly decorative monumental 
architecture that was emulated, in the 1920s and 1930s the so-called plain style of imperial 
Roman architecture found favor as a font of native Italic style.135  This adoption of classical 
architecture into modern design was furthered by the large scale digs in Rome and elsewhere that 
revealed not simply the prestige buildings of the past, those impressive high-style monuments 
fitted with temple fronts, lavish marbles and gigantic colonnades, but also the everyday 
architecture of the Roman world, the apartment blocks (insulae) and warehouses (horrea) that 
made up the anonymous mass of buildings in the ancient city.  All this was newly revealed by 
Italian archaeologists in these years, and the forms they uncovered offered a ready quarry of 
ideas and inspiration to architecture students of the time who absorbed these new forms in 
courses on restoration at the Rome architecture school and through working side by side with 
archaeologists on the ancient sites themselves.  As William MacDonald, the historian of classical 
architecture, has remarked, the “plain style” of architecture that was found in abundance at Ostia, 
                                                                                                                                                             
restauro, 4. The idea that ruins both represented an instance of equilibrium between the constructive forces of man 
and the destructive workings of nature (following Georg Simmel’s famous formulation), and also a challenge to the 
present, was expressed by Alessandro Chiapelli when he wrote: “The ruins of monuments are aesthetically attractive 
because they give the viewer a living intuition of time’s incessant process, and of the organic continuity of history.”  
In this way they defied contemporary architects to give “fresh grandeur to a resurrected Fatherland.” Alessandro 
Chiapelli, “Il fascismo e la suggestione delle rovine monumentali,” Educazione fascista, 20 April 1931, quoted and 
translated in Emilio Gentile, The Sacralization of Politics in Fascist Italy, trans. Keith Botsford (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1996), 121.   
 
135 The ancient sources of some of the most prominent buildings erected during the period of Roma 
Capitale are explored in Hugh Petter, “Back to the Future: Archaeology and Innovation in the Building of Roma 
Capitale,” in Ancient Rome: The Archaeology of the Eternal City, ed. Jon Coulston and Hazel Dodge (Oxford: 
Oxford University School of Archaeology, 2000), 332-53.  
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the port city of ancient Rome then being uncovered by Guido Calza, influenced the forms of 
contemporary architecture in the 1920s and 1930s.136  References to structures such as the Casa 
di Diana (160 CE) can be seen in some of the apartment buildings put up in Latina (ex-Littoria), 
one of the new towns established in the reclaimed Pontine Marshes to the south of Rome in 1932 
(fig. 3.46 and fig. 3.47). 137  This cross pollination seems to have been the stronger because of the 
interest in the anonymous ancient Roman structures in contemporary architectural discourse. 
Between the two world wars Calza published a series of groundbreaking articles that 
related the domestic architecture of Ostia Antica to the largely lost housing of imperial Rome.138  
                                                 
 
136 William L. MacDonald, “Excavation, Restoration, and Italian Architecture of the 1930s,” in In Search of 
Modern Architecture, ed. Helen Searing (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1982), 299. The modern excavation of Ostia began 
in 1907 under the direction of Dante Vaglieri, and continued under the direction of Calza until his death in 1946. It 
was he, along with his collaborating architect Italo Gismondi, who uncovered much of the site, most of it done at 
great speed in the years 1938 to 1942 in anticipation of the planned Universal Exposition of Rome, at which it would 
be a key attraction. Ostia was the symbol and center of two programs that were fundamental to the Fascist regime: 
Land reclamation to increase food production (bonifica integrale) and the extension of Rome to the sea. Large parts 
of the Agro romano, the rural area surrounding Rome and stretching westwards to the sea, still suffered from 
endemic malaria and it was the goal of the government to bring civilization and modernity to this backward region. 
Ostia was made a suburb of Rome under the control of the Governatorate and was linked to the city by the Via 
Imperiale (now Via Cristoforo Colombo), a modern highway that extended from the historic center of Rome, 
through the projected New Rome of the Universal Exposition, and ended at Ostia and the renewed mare nostrum of 
Fascism’s imperial ambitions. 
 
137 From the buildings’ overall proportions, to the use of segmental and “relieving” arches, certain window 
openings, and the open bays of the ground floor, the debts owed to Ostian models—especially Gismondi’s 
reconstructions—for a certain sensibility of form are clear. While the illustrated building is a close relative of the 
Ostian insula, there are other examples in which formal motifs from Ostia are mixed with other elements. Some 
such examples are found among the case popolari, or public housing, of La Garbatella, a planned, mostly working 
class neighborhood lying south of the Aurelian Wall in Rome. At Piazza Romano, Innocenzo Sabbatini, an architect 
with the Istituto Case Popolari, designed a mixed-use building with public baths, apartments and artists’ studios in 
1926. While the upper story and roof clearly refer to classical Thermae—they cite the series of windows above the 
frigidarium of the Baths of Diocletian—the ground floor and balcony are close copies of those elements of the 
House of Diana at Ostia. It follows both the characteristic brickwork (opus latericium) and the exceptional sluing 
arches that support the protruding balcony. In a similar vein is Mario De Renzi’s apartment building in Via Andrea 
Doria in Rome’s Trionfale neighborhood, built for the Istituto Autonoma per le famiglie Impiegati del 
Governatorato between 1927 and 1931. But here again the reference is partial. The ground floor detailing of its 
regimented openings with its arched lintels and exposed brickwork, and perhaps the iron work of the balconies with 
its diagonal links, are related to Ostian architecture. The influence of Gismondi’s reconstructions on architects 
working in Rome is briefly discussed in Giorgio Ciucci, Gli architetti e il fascismo: Architettura e città 1922-1944 




His article on “The Latin Origins of the Modern Dwelling,” appeared in the journal Architettura 
e Arte Decorative in 1923, in which he aimed to demonstrate that the modern apartment block 
had ancient roots (fig. 3.48).  His excavations had uncovered great blocks of plain, utilitarian, 
brick-faced concrete “apartment houses,” the now well-known insulae.  What struck Calza was 
the difference between this form of domestic architecture and the domus, known so well from 
excavations at Pompeii and elsewhere.  The domus is a grand, single-family residence, with 
windowless walls that turn their back to the street.  Its rooms are arranged in a hierarchical 
manner around a central atrium, from which they receive light, each room supposedly having a 
specific function.  In contrast to this, the insula is a multistory and multioccupancy building 
made up of many undifferentiated rooms with windows facing the street and sharing a common 
inner courtyard.  In place of the house for the individual rose what Calza termed the “palazzo for 
all” (palazzo per tutti).139  It was, unlike the domus—which was influenced by Greek 
precedents—a purely Roman invention.  He argued that Ostia “furnishes evidence upon the Latin 
origin of certain architectural features which it is customary to consider as modern devices for 
the solution of problems brought about by the present-day overcrowding of urban centres.”140 
That the excavations at Ostia seemed to confirm that the ancient Romans had responded 
successfully to such contemporary problems as overcrowding and hygiene with buildings that 
were light and airy made ancient Ostia a convenient handmaid to Fascist dogma, in which the 
idea of Rome, as both a myth and model, was mobilized as a central aesthetic and ideological 
                                                                                                                                                             
138 Calza, “La preminenza dell’insula nell’edilizia romana,” Monumenti Antichi 23 (1915): 541-608; “Gli 
scavi recenti nell’abitato di Ostia,” Monumenti antichi dei Lincei 26 (1920): 321-430; and Calza, “Le origini latine 
dell’abitazione moderna,” Architettura e Arti Decorative 3, no. 1-2 (1923): 3-18, 49-59. 
 
139 Calza’s term palazzo per tutti was a variation on the name for low-cost mass housing of the time, case 
per tutti (houses for all), a class of residence that also went by the names case popolare (popular housing), casa 
minima (minimal housing) and case rapide (fast housing).  
 
140 G. Calza, “Ostia in the Light of Recent Discoveries,” Antiquity 7 (1933): 406-7. 
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imperative.  Calza wrote elsewhere, “a problem of architecture was solved, a social need was 
met: a twofold solution, practical and artistic, in which is to be recognized a distinctly Roman 
characteristic.”141  Indeed, he added that the palaces of the Renaissance and the skyscrapers of 
America were inconceivable without these ancient Roman models, even if the particular lines of 
influence remained obscure.  Calza’s ideas about the nature of the Roman insula were widely 
reproduced in both elite and popular publications,142 though they probably would not have found 
such widespread influence without the reconstruction drawings that accompanied his articles.  
These were drawn by the architect Italo Gismondi who extrapolated from the archaeological 
evidence in little vignettes that restored a glimpse of everyday life to the melancholy ruins (fig. 
3.49).  For the Rationalists, the style of the buildings uncovered at Ostia coincided with the 
unadorned walls and platonic geometries of the transalpine modernist formula.  In effect, the 
modernist, functionalist architecture of Italian Rationalism was found to have been anticipated in 
the unadorned, utilitarian buildings of the high empire.     
The discernment of rationality and functionalism in certain ancient Roman monuments—
the Curia, the Basilica of Maxentius, the Colosseum, Trajan’s Markets, the insulae of Ostia and 
Rome—was characteristic of much analysis at the time, whether that of traditionalists or 
modernists, though for the Rationalists it became a hallmark of their rhetoric of Roman-ness 
(romanità), Italian-ness (italianità), and Mediterranean-ness (mediterraneità), those mutually 
imbricating ideals in which they sought relief from the barbs of nativist critics.143  For example, 
                                                 
 
141 G. Calza, “Contributi alla storia della edilizia imperiale romana. Le case ostiensi a cortile porticato,” 
Palladio 5 (1941): 1-33.  
 
142 For example, in a popular guidebook to the dead city, Calza wrote: “The houses of Ostia seem more 
alive and close to us than those of Pompeii because they supplied the model on which our modern edifices are built.”  
Guido Calza, et al., The Dead Cities of Italy. Ostia, Pompeii, Herculaneum, Paestum ([Rome]: Ente nazionale 




Mussolini, in his speech to the assembled architects at Palazzo Venezia in June 1934 following 
the acrimonious debates over the designs of Sabaudia and the Florence train station, noted how 
the monuments of Rome, such as the Colosseum, perfectly responded to their function.144 
Gustavo Giovannoni expressed his approval of the vast amount of archaeological work being 
done by Corrado Ricci in the center of Rome, calling his scheme “grandiose and significant” not 
only because it revealed so many monuments that were only incompletely known and 
understood, but primarily because it confirmed the “grande essenzialità” of Roman architecture.  
These buildings were: “masterpieces both of construction and of spatial art in which rational 
structure and harmonic conformation are organically created by a single thought, from an 
unparalleled energy.”145  In his course on the Restoration of Monuments (Restauro dei 
Monumenti) at the School of Architecture in Rome, Giovannoni, assisted by Luigi Moretti, 
assigned analytical drawing exercises of these ancient monuments, including Trajan’s Markets, 
that directly expressed this fundamental understanding of the ruins (fig. 3.50).  Margherita 
Sarfatti, in the same article in which she praised the modernist design of the Mostra della 
rivoluzione fascista, called the Basilica of Maxentius and the Colosseum “superb, hard and 
cold[ly] ‘rational’” because, like the other monuments of Imperial Rome, they responded “with 
honesty, sincerity and audacity to their spirit, their epoch, and their function.”146  Indeed, for all 
                                                                                                                                                             
143 The role of romanità and mediterraneità in Rationalist rhetoric is discussed by Silvia Danesi in “Aporie 
dell’architettura italiana in periodo fascista – mediterraneità e purismo,” in Il razionalizmo e l’architettura in Italia 
durante il fascismo, ed. Silvia Danesi and Luciano Patetta (Milan: Electa, 1976), 21-28; and Michelangelo Sabatino, 
“The Politics of Mediterraneità in Italian Modernist Architecture,” in Modern Architecture and the Mediterranean: 
Vernacular Dialogues and Contested Identities, ed. Jean-François Lejeune and Michelangelo Sabatino (New York: 
Routledge, 2010), 41-64.   
 
144 See Chapter 1, above. The transcript of Mussolini’s speech of 10 June 1934 that was given to the 
attendees is reproduced in Riccardo Mariani, Fascismo e “città nuove” (Milan: Feltrinelli), 99-100. 
 
145 “. . . Capolavori insieme di costruzione e di arte degli spazi in cui la struttura razionale e la 
conformazione armonica sono create organicamente da un unico pensiero, da un’energia unica.” G. Giovannoni, 




the rhetoric surrounding modernism and traditionalism in Italy, one thing was never in doubt: 
that architecture must express the Italian or Roman “spirit.”  Diane Ghirardo persuasively argues 
in her seminal study of architecture under Fascism that: 
The entire 20-year history of Fascism was marked by vacillation between an apparently 
adventurous modernism and a recalcitrant traditionalism.  Fascism as a concept was 
advertised as something thoroughly new, the next and better step after the liberal 
democratic state.  On the other hand, it claimed to sink its roots deep in Italian history, 
especially Roman history.  Italian Fascists praised a building or program for its modernity 
and in the next breath lauded it for its solid roots in Italian tradition.147 
According to the leading proponents of a new architecture both in Italy and elsewhere, 
rationalism and functionalism were the fundamental components of a new international style that 
traced its origins to the structural clarity of the architecture of the classical past.  The debate 
between modernists and traditionalists was not about the use of the past per se, but the more or 
less explicit use one made of the vocabulary of classicism as opposed to the “ancient spirit.”  For 
those Italian architects and critics aligned with the modern movement, the ancient Roman 
buildings, shorn of their decorative coats, provided evidence of a monumental architecture that 
conveyed Roman tradition while suggesting a style in keeping with the supposed modernity of 
the new regime.  Although the avant garde, both inside and outside Italy, had turned its back on 
historicism and the decorative excesses of Beaux-Arts eclecticism, it made room, if not for the 
arches and columns of classicism, then for the essential “lesson of Rome.”  As Le Corbusier had 
written in Towards an Architecture (1923): 
One must go and see Pompeii, which is moving in its rectitude.  They [the Romans] had 
conquered Greece and, like good barbarians, they found the Corinthian more beautiful 
than the Doric, because more florid.  Bring on the acanthus capitals, the entablatures 
decorated without much moderation or taste!  But underneath was something Roman that 
                                                                                                                                                             
146 “. . . Superba ardita e fredda costruzione ‘razionale’ . . . .” “. . . Rispondenti con onestà, con sincerità e 
con audacia al loro spirito, alla loro epoca e alla loro destinazione . . . .” Margherita Sarfatti, “Architettura, arte e 
simbolo alla mostra del fascismo,” Architettura 12, no. 1 (1933): 13. 
 
147 Diane Ghirardo, “Italian Architects and Fascist Politics: An Evaluation of the Rationalist’s Role in 
Regime Building,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 39, no. 2 (1980): 114. 
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we’re going to take a look at.  In sum, they built superb chassis but designed dreadful 
coachwork like the landaus of Louis XIV.148 
 
Much the same attitude to the architecture of ancient Rome can be found in the work of 
the Gruppo 7,149 a group of seven recent graduates from the Milan Politecnico who would go on 
to form the kernel of the Movimento Italiano per l’Architettura Razionale (MIAR, Italian 
Movement for Rationalist Architecture).  They presented a manifesto in favor of a Le Corbusier-
inspired modernism in a series of articles published in the journal La Rassegna Italiana from 
December 1926 to May 1927.150  In these articles, which were heavily indebted to the language 
of Le Corbusier’s L’Esprit Nouveau, they insisted on the advent of a “new spirit.”  Le Corbusier 
was praised as “one of the most worthy initiators of a rational architecture,” whose houses they 
characterized as possessing a “rigid, clear, crystalline logic.”151 The new spirit, which they 
believed was asserting itself everywhere and in all the arts, necessitated that they move away 
from the contemporary Milanese neoclassicist Novecento style of Giovanni Muzio, Gio Ponti 
and others, which they argued had become an insincere architecture of pure decoration that 
concealed its structure.  In its place would develop an architecture based on rationalism and 
structural necessity: “The new architecture, the true architecture, must result from a rigid 
                                                 
 
148 Le Corbusier, Toward an Architecture, trans. John Goodman (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2007), 
198. 
 
149 The members of Il Gruppo Sette were Ubaldo Castagnoli, Luigi Figini, Guido Frette, Sebastiano Larco, 
Gino Pollini, Carlo Enrico Rava, and Giuseppe Terragni. 
 
150 “Architettura I,” La Rassegna Italiana 18 (December 1926): 849-54; “Architettura II. Gli Stranieri,” La 
Rassegna Italiana 19 (February 1927): 129-37; “Architettura III: Impreparazione, incomprensione, pregiudizi,” La 
Rassegna Italiana 19 (March 1927): 247-52; “Architettura IV. Una nuova epoca arcaica,” La Rassegna Italiana 19 
(May 1927): 467-72. Reprinted in Enrico Mantero, Giuseppe Terragni e la città del razionalismo italiano (Bari: 
Dedalo, 1969), 57-88. Ellen R. Shapiro translated the four-part Gruppo 7 manifesto as “Architecture” and 
“Architecture (II): The Foreigners,” Oppositions 6 (Fall 1976): 86-102; “Architecture (III): Unpreparedness-
Incomprehension-Prejudices” and “Architecture (IV): A New Archaic Era,” Oppositions 12 (Spring 1978): 88-104. 
While the Gruppo 7 clearly knew Le Corbusier’s text, see Leonardo Benevolo, History of Modern Architecture, vol. 
2 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1977), 563-64, on their otherwise circumscribed knowledge of international modernism.   
 




adherence to logic, to rationality.  A rigid constructivism must dictate the rules.  The new forms 
of architecture must receive aesthetic value from the character of necessity, and only afterwards, 
by way of selection, will a style be born.”152 
For this younger generation of Italian architects, there need be no rupture between the 
past and the present as there had been for Marinetti and the Futurists.153  Though they might have 
excoriated the eclecticism of the Victor Emmanuel Monument, they were not devoted to the 
repudiation of all past architecture.  They wrote: “There is no incompatibility between our past 
and our present.  We do not want to break with tradition: it is tradition which transforms itself, 
and assumes new aspects . . . .”154  While praising Le Corbusier and the new architecture, they 
were careful to temper their enthusiasm with the proviso that the new architecture must embody 
“national characteristics” and the Italian “spirit”: “Italy, because of its nature, tradition, and, 
most of all, because of the victorious period it is passing through, is most worthy of the mission 
of renewal.  It remains for Italy to give maximum development to the new spirit, to carry it to its 
logical conclusion, until it dictates a style to other nations, as it has in the great periods of the 
past.”155  This style would be born through the creation of types that would be inexorably 
perfected “by way of selection,” just as all the architecture the Romans built throughout their 
empire was a variation on “four or five types: the temple, the basilica, the circus, the rotunda, the 
                                                 
152 Ibid., 91. 
 
153 Marinetti’s famous Founding and Manifesto of Futurism contained the following devastating corrective 
to a backwards Italy, a country in thrall to the past: “So let them come, the gay incendiaries with charred fingers! 
Here they are! Here they are! . . . Come on! Set fire to the library shelves! Turn aside the canals to flood the 
museums! . . . Oh, the joy of seeing the old canvases bobbing adrift on those waters, discoloured and shredded! . . . 
Take up your pickaxes, your axes and hammers and wreck, wreck the venerable cities, pitilessly!” in Futurist 
Manifestos, ed. Umbro Apollonio (New York: Viking Press, 1973), 23. 
 
154 Gruppo 7, “Architecture,” Oppositions 6 (Fall 1976), 90. 
 
155 Ibid., 89. 
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cupola, and the bath.”156  The key points of the group’s manifesto were that the architectural 
revolution would be propelled by “a desire for truth, logic, order, and Hellenic lucidity,”157 all of 
which rested on the national substructure of classicism.  Ultimately, these arguments allowed 
classicism and the Roman inheritance to be re-inscribed within modernism by asserting that 
modern and classical architecture were both underpinned by rationality, which they interpreted 
as a timeless, spiritual value.  Therefore, the essence of ancient architecture was not its columns, 
capitals, arches and entablatures, but its essential proportions, rhythms, laws and intrinsic values.  
To be classic was to be rational; to be rational was to be classic.158   
  That classicism referred to an internal logic of form rather than the classical vocabulary 
of arches, columns, entablatures, and so on, became the subject of a short but intense debate in 
the spring of 1933, when Ugo Ojetti and Marcello Piacentini argued in the pages of the journal 
Pegaso and the newspaper La Tribuna over the scheme for the new campus of the University of 
Rome (Città Universitaria).159  As in their contemporaneous sparring over the designs for the 
Santa Maria Novella station in Florence, Piacentini’s and Ojetti’s dispute was an occasion for the 
airing of differences concerning the form of Italian architecture between the extremes of 
                                                 
 
156 Ibid., 91. Given this emphasis on the development of architectural typologies, it is notable that Terragni 
would write that “The regime has offered contemporary architects several fundamental themes for typical jobs: the 
Casa del Balilla, the Stadium, the Student House, the Office of Labor, and the Recreation Center. However, the job 
with the most political prestige, propaganda value and revolutionary originality remains the Casa del Fascio.” 
Translated in Thomas L. Schumacher, Surface and Symbol: Giuseppe Terragni and the Architecture of Italian 
Rationalism (New York: Princeton Architectural Press), 151-52.  
 
157 Gruppo 7, “Architecture,” Oppositions 6 (Fall 1976): 92. 
 
158 As Giorgio Ciucci has shown, the meaning of the term “classical” was deeply ambiguous, adopting 
different shades of meaning depending on the context of its use and the aesthetic affiliations of its user. Ciucci, 
“Italian Architecture during the Fascist Period: Classicism between Neoclassicism and Rationalism: The Many 
Souls of the Classical,” Harvard Architecture Review 5 (1987): 76-87.  
 
159 This exchange is collected, translated and introduced by Paula Neri, “Arches and Columns: The Debate 




conservatism and radicalism, and the propriety of using modernist formalism in important public 
buildings.  A new forum for the training of the mind, the university campus was planned by 
Piacentini with a heavily traditionalist plan, its various buildings arrayed symmetrically around a 
central axis (fig. 3.51).  But he commissioned a group of young architects from various stylistic 
camps to design the individual departmental buildings within his overall scheme: in addition to 
Rationalists (Pagano, Giuseppe Capponi, Giovanni Michelucci) there were conservatives 
(Arnaldo Foschini, Gaetano Rapisardi) and moderates (Gio Ponti, Pietro Aschieri), though 
extremists of any formal persuasion were notably excluded.  Piacentini’s administrative building, 
the Palazzo del Rettorato, stood at the head of the composition, its entrance marked by a high 
podium and four attenuated, undecorated square piers (fig. 3.52).  A monumental propylon, the 
gateway into the complex, was fashioned similarly by Arnaldo Foschini as a study in “stripped 
classicism” with its two rows of six piers demarcating the transition from the frenetic pace of the 
city to the quiet, contemplative atmosphere of the campus itself (fig. 3.53).  These, along with 
Foschini’s Faculty of Hygiene, were the most overtly classicizing designs.  The rest of the 
buildings varied widely beneath their shared datum, but together suggested a kind of modern 
Mediterranean-ness.160  Capponi’s Botany Institute flaunted the long ribbon windows of 
modernist orthodoxy, glazed towers that harked back to Gropius and Meyer’s Faguswerk, and a 
greenhouse running the length of the ground floor (fig. 3.54).  The bicameral nature of the 
classical restraint and formal inventiveness is best seen in Ponti’s School of Mathematics, whose 
spare, travertine revetted, primary façade harmonizes with Piacentini’s Rettorato while the 
                                                 
160 The bibliography on the architecture of the University of Rome is extensive; see in particular 
Bartolomeo Azzaro, La città universitaria della Sapienza di Roma e le sedi esterne 1907-1932 (Rome: Gangemi, 
2013); Giuliana Mazzi, ed., L’Università e la città: Il ruolo di Padova e degli altri atenei italiani nello sviluppo 
urbano (Bologna: CLUEB, 2006); Valter Vanelli, Economia dell’architettura in Roma fascista (Rome: Kappa, 
1981), 361-75; Richard Etlin, Modernism in Italian Architecture 1890-1940 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991), 422-26; 




rendered rear elevation is a dynamic block of superimposed classrooms that penetrates, wedge-
like, into the main body of the building, each level defined by sloping fenestration that mirrors 
the stadium seating of the auditoriums within (fig. 3.55 and fig. 3.56).  In inviting moderate and 
avant-garde architects to participate, the university commissions cemented Piacentini’s 
reputation as the most powerful architectural arbiter, mediator, and moderate, even if he pursued 
an often ambivalent relationship with the Rationalists.  But Ojetti objected to the scheme as a 
whole on the grounds that it eschewed the use of arches and columns, “those elements which 
have been for twenty or twenty-five centuries the signs of Rome . . . .”161  For his part, Piacentini 
defended his adoption of stripped classicism in the Rettorato and the modernism of others’ 
buildings on functionalist grounds, arguing that they were the result of “clear and frank 
constructive sincerity.”162  Notwithstanding Piacentini’s and Foschini’s overtly monumentalizing 
classicism, excused because of their symbolic associationism, the campus as a whole was 
celebrated by Pagano as one of the major successes of Italian modern architecture, along with 
Sabaudia and the Florence train station.163   
    To Pagano, one of the Rationalists’ chief propagandists, the return to the “spirit” of 
antique Roman forms became part of a revanchist strategy to assert the group’s Italian 
credentials in the face of criticism from traditionalists like Ojetti, who accused them of foisting a 
foreign, “Bolshevik” architecture on Italy.  As if taking up Le Corbusier’s injunction to visit 
Pompeii, in 1931 Pagano published in his journal Casabella an article entitled “Modern 
Architecture of Twenty Centuries Ago,” in which he repeated Calza’s analysis of the 
                                                 
161 Letter to Marcello Piacentini in Pegaso, 1 February 1933, in Neri, “Arches and Columns,” 7. 
 
162 Response to Ugo Ojetti in La Tribuna, 2 February 1932, in Neri, “Arches and Columns,” 12. 
 
163 Giuseppe Pagano, “Architettura italiana dell’anno XIV,” Casabella, no. 95 (1935): 4.  
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transformational nature of the Ostian insula and compared it to the Pompeiian domus, while 
relating both to a modernist sensibility of form.  He wrote: 
What I wish to express is that every time I have walked along the Pompeian Street of the 
Hanging Balconies or the evocative streets around the granaries of Ostia, I have a strange 
desire to complete these illustrious ruins in a modern way, as if they had been left 
temporarily incomplete by a Le Corbusier or a Mies van de Rohe who had yet to discover 
steel or reinforced concrete.164 
He reiterated the differences between the architecture of Pompeii and Ostia, the first showing the 
influence of Greek architecture, and characterized more by architraves and orthogonals.  Ostian 
architecture however was more utilitarian and of greater density, it was an architecture of the 
arch and the vault (that is, distinctly Roman), much closer to modern types of housing, with 
apartments stacked one above the other, with a façade opening onto the street with many 
windows, balconies and terraces (fig. 3.57).  He characterized them as “rental blocks” (casa da 
pigione).  Yet he could still describe the exteriors of the ruins of Pompeii as “beautiful and old 
machines for living” that could not be more “disconcertingly modern.”165  This reading was 
suggested by the melancholy state of the buildings: the plaster had crumbled and fallen away 
from the columns leaving only the “expressive brick cylinder, without a base and with an almost 
imperceptible capital.”166  This was an architecture that had been stripped of vegetation and 
decoration to its bare structural bones, a type of building that seemed almost to have been made 
of reinforced concrete.167  He continued, “the modern man,” looking at these unembellished 
                                                 
 
164 “Quello invece ch’io desidero esprimere è che ogni volta ch’io ho percorso il pompeiano vicolo del 
balcone pensile o quei suggestivi meandri che circondo i granai di Ostia, mi se è presentato uno strano desiderio di 
completare modernamente quelle illustri rovine, come se fossero cose lasciate momentaneamente incomplete da un 
Le Corbusier o da un Mies van der Rohe che non avessero ancora conosciuto nè  il ferro né il cemento armato.” 
Giuseppe Pagano, “Architettura moderna di venti secoli fa,” La Casa Bella 47 (1931): 14.   
 
165 “. . . Queste belle e vecchie macchine per abitare non potrebbe essere più sconcertantemente moderno.” 
Ibid., 105. 
 




remains, discovers in them “an ideal of architectonic clarity and honesty that is of our own 
times” and which reveals a shared sensibility between the anonymous builders of the past and 
Mies van der Rohe.168  The skeletal forms presented Pagano with the panacea that the 
Rationalists had been searching for: an architecture that self-evidently recognized the importance 
of ancient Roman architecture, while suggesting the pure forms and proportions of avant-garde 
architecture.  
Architects of all stripes would be challenged to respond properly to the monumental 
remains along the Via dell’Impero, whether through direct quotation of their forms, through the 
choice of building material, or by reference to the more ineffable values of classicism. The Via 
dell’Impero, which has been called “the regime’s most dramatic imposition of modernity upon 
the historic center,”169 was to be given an even more definitive stamp of the Fascist present with 
the construction of the Palazzo Littorio, the most assertive example of the “emulative 
juxtaposition of classical and fascist monuments.”170  This would have countered the visual 
prominence of the Vittoriano, Sacconi’s colossal neo-classical confection and monument of self-
congratulation, national pride, and remembrance.171  Margherita Sarfatti, like the members of the 
Gruppo 7 before her,  held this monument up as the most blatant example of the Liberal regime’s 
architectural inauthenticity when measured against the monuments of Imperial Rome. She called 
it “a new false altar, a Pergamean reconstruction, or a new false temple of Praeneste . . . .  With 
                                                                                                                                                             
167 He added: “Effettivamente quella disciplina geometrica della casa moderna, quell’ideale di chiarezza 
(che i superstiti romantici amici del complicato definiscono per freddezza o per semplicismo), quell’amore per le 
cose essenziali che solleva lo spirito alla comprensione di una sintesi sfrondata da qualsiasi pleonasmo, e in genere 
tutta la cura per la comodità o per la ragione funzionale delle cose che anima l’architettura moderna, trova strani e 
commoventi precedenti nella casa pompeiana.” Ibid., 105. 
 
168 “. . . Un’ideale di chiarezza e di onestà architettonica che è proprio dei nostri tempi.” Ibid., 106.  
 
169 Arthurs, Excavating Modernity, 66. 
 
170 Kostof, The Third Rome, 33. 
 
171 While the Vittoriano was inaugurated in 1911, the crowning quadrigae were not installed until 1930.   
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its implacably white-grey marble and its Victories and the vain gestures of its gilded bronzes and 
columns that amount to nothing, every day the more it burdens us, unbearably, with the weight 
of a lie.”172  When considering the future Palazzo Littorio, she wrote that it, like all monuments 
of “Roma italiana, fascista e mussoliniana,” must “respond with honesty, with sincerity and with 
audacity . . . to our spirit, to our times, and to the function assigned to them . . . . These buildings 
must be ours: modern.”173  Notwithstanding the parliamentary debate that had pitched 
reactionary deputies against more progressive voices in the choice of style the Palazzo Littorio 
would adopt, Muñoz likewise insisted that a modern building would rise on the Via dell’Impero, 
of a type that “arouses such horror in the lovers of tradition.”174  The challenges and difficulties 
involved in building a monument to Fascism in the center of Rome were summed up by Calza in 
his laudatory essay on the Via dell’Impero.  Noting that “only a modern palace” will be built 
along the road, he continued: “It is a difficult task, and one that presents an architectural problem 
of the highest interest, inasmuch as this twentieth-century building will be close to and must bear 
comparison with the architecture of Imperial Rome.  Perhaps never before has a more solemn 
subject been submitted to the mind of an artist.”175  
                                                 
 
172 “. . . L’onta di un nuovo falso altare di ricostruzione pergamea, o di nuovo falso tempio prenestino, 
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The 1934 Palazzo Littorio Competition and the Challenge of Antiquity 
 
 
The “Illustrious Cadavers” of Rome  
In his January 1934 article in the journal Casabella welcoming the Palazzo Littorio 
competition as the most important event in Italian architecture, Pagano credited the urbanistic 
success of the Via dell’Impero to its “double character,” which he categorized as “functional” 
and “aulic.”  On the one hand, it was a busy street, full of roaring traffic; on the other, it was a 
“solemn, austere, and archaeological” route that connected Palazzo Venezia to the Colosseum 
while traversing a “picturesque muddle of architectonic memories.”1  He continued: 
The solemn cadences of the Forum of Augustus, the plastic nudity of the Basilica of 
Constantine [Maxentius], the wide and well-placed rhythms of the Forum of Caesar, the 
Hellenic and picturesque medieval superimposition around the great hemicycle of the 
Forum of Trajan, the rustic simplicity of the structures to the side of the Basilica of 
Maxentius all lend this street infinite moments of orderly disorder.  And, in the 
background, on one side the Colosseum, the most standardized and most rational building 
of the antique world; and on the other, Palazzo Venezia, a synthetic and honest building 
that adheres to the spirit of modern architecture.  All these wide ranging and rhythmic 
kinds of architecture have their place in this varied world, brimming with energetic 
contrasts.  On the other hand, there is no place for lies, false rhetoric, petty, babbling 
flattery, the tired grandiloquence of the dilettante or the hysteric.  This is the realm of 
clear, simple and eternal ideas.  Poverty is preferable to arrogance, nudity to pomp.  Even 
the accidental simplicity of that dirty, plastered party wall on Via Cavour that looks over 
Via dell’Impero—but not for much longer—fits in perfectly.  Better certainly than the 
street lamps decorated with old watch springs.  Better than that elaborate, studious, 
dyspeptic mass of botticino marble [the Vittoriano] that, alas, refuses to age and become 
a glorious memory.2  
                                                 
1 “. . . Un pittoresco disordine di architettoniche memorie.” Giuseppe Pagano, “Per il Palazzo del Littorio. 
L’opinione di ‘Casabella,’” Casabella, no. 73 (1934): 6. 
 
2 “Le solenni cadenze del Foro di Augusto, la plastica nudità della basilica di Costantino, il ritmo largo e 
adagiato del Foro di Cesare, l’ellenica e pittoresca sovrapposizione medioevale attorno al grande emiciclo del Foro 
Ulpio, la rustica semplicità delle costruzioni affiancate alla basilica costantiniana danno a questa strada spunti 
infiniti di ordinato disordine. E, nello sfondo, da una parte il Colosseo, l’edificio più standardizzato e più razionale 
del mondo antico, e dall’altra il Palazzo di Venezia, costruzione sintetica, onesta e aderente allo spirito 
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The question of how the architects would “harmonize” (armonizzare) their designs with the 
august surroundings of Imperial Rome was Pagano’s principal concern.  Just as the Florence 
train station had to delicately accommodate itself to the Church of Santa Maria Novella, so too 
would the Palazzo Littorio have to contend with, and take inspiration from, the Colosseum, the 
Basilica of Maxentius, and the many columns and cupolas of imperial and papal Rome.  To 
underscore this, he illustrated the competition regulations with seven photographs of the Palazzo 
Littorio’s site and surroundings, whose monumental remains would offer lessons to the 
competition entrants (fig. 4.1 and fig. 4.2).  In the picture captions, the Torre dei Conti, lying a 
little north of the intersection of Via Cavour and Via dell’Impero, is described as a “pittoresco 
viluppo di masse severe e irregolari,” whose “medieval scenography” might inspire “the most 
modern cadences.”  The Basilica of Maxentius, lying directly opposite the future Palazzo 
Littorio, is praised for its “nude walls” that “exalt the eternal and monumental beauty of honest 
and simple structures dear to the ‘ratio’ of Roman architecture.”3  The flat-arched doorways of 
the series of tabernae in the Forum of Caesar, which have the “rhythmic cadence of reinforced 
concrete, “unwittingly speak in favor of horizontality.”4  He ended his article announcing 
Casabella’s (i.e., his) view of the competition with a challenge to the competitors: “We leave to 
                                                                                                                                                             
dell’architettura moderna. In questo mondo variato e pieno di energici contrasti si accordano tutte le architetture di 
largo respiro e di grande ritmo. Non possono accordarsi, invece, la menzogna, la rettorica falsa, l’adulazione 
meschina e balbettante, l’enfasi bolsa del dilettante o dell’isterico. Questo è il regno delle idee chiare, semplici, 
eterne. È preferibile la povertà alla boria, la nudità alla pompa. Persino la casuale semplicità di quel muro divisorio 
intonacato e sporco che da via Cavour, ancora per poco, si affaccia sulla via dell’Impero, si ambienta benissimo. 
Meglio certamente di quei fanali decorati con vecchie molle da orologio. Meglio di quella complicata e diligente 
indigestione di botticino che, ahimè, non vuole ancora invecchiare e trasformarsi in ‘glorioso ricordo.’” Ibid. 
 
3 “. . . Esaltano l’eterna e monumentale bellezza delle strutture oneste e semplici, care alla ‘ratio’ 
architettonica romana.” Pagano, “Il bando di concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio a Roma,” Casabella, no. 73 (1934): 
8.  
 
4 Ibid.  “Unwittingly” presumably because upper stories used to lie above them. 
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them the responsibility which is theirs by right, and the guardianship of that Italian-ness which 
must not be ashamed to be contemporary itself.”5    
 Pagano’s initial enthusiasm soon turned to disillusionment, however.  In July 1934 he 
announced in Casabella his withdrawal from the competition in an essay entitled “Palazzo del 
Littorio: atto primo, scena prima,” which takes the form of a dialogue between himself and an 
unnamed interlocutor who draws out, by way of elenchus, Pagano’s reasoning.6  The “scene” 
opens with Pagano declaring that he will not compete, even though he acknowledges that to win 
such an august competition would bring him fame as “Mussolini’s architect.”  The central 
themes underlying his argument are the essential shortcomings of the site and the competition 
regulations, a conclusion he reached having photographed and visited the area on many 
occasions in an attempt to understand its complexities.  The first reason he gives is that there is 
simply not enough space to build the palace to Fascism, with is requisite rooms and need for an 
area for large crowds and rallies in front of it, along the Via dell’Impero.  It was to be not just a 
palazzo, but “the Palazzo,” and as such had to “dominante . . . in solenne isolamento.”  Pagano 
cites the typological exemplar of the Palazzo Pitti, the princely building that had served as King 
Victor Emmanuel II’s residence between 1865 and 1871 when Florence was capital of Italy.  The 
large square before it allows it to be taken in at once, a single dominating presence, whereas the 
Palazzo Littorio would only be seen from the side, “obliquely” (di sbieco).  What is more, the 
Palazzo Littorio would sit along the Via dell’Impero linking Piazza Venezia with the Colosseum, 
“una via di traffico e di rappresentanza.”  In urbanistic terms, it is to the Colosseum that “the 
scenography of the street is dedicated,” making all other buildings in the area either “intrusi o 
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vergognarsi di essere contemporanea a se stessa.” Pagano, “Per il Palazzo del Littorio. L’opinione di ‘Casabella,’” 6. 
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servatori.”  The competition regulations that prohibited a greater height than the Basilica of 
Maxentius meant that against the mass of the Colosseum the Palazzo Littorio could not possibly 
compete.   
 As it was the matchless presence of the Colosseum itself that stood in the way of a 
properly dominant monument to Fascism, Pagano followed his train of thought to its logical, if 
ludicrous, conclusion, and thereby ridiculed the will to monumentality explicit in the 
competition.  Either allow for a bigger piazza in front of the Palace and permit greater height or, 
rather than compete with the Colosseum, adapt its hoary remains to a new purpose by covering 
the amphitheatre with a roof and converting it into the Palazzo Littorio.  Its cavea would be an 
ideal place for speeches and rallies, while its position would not force the closing of a major 
traffic artery for every ceremony.7  The reappropriation of the Roman monuments either by 
emulation or occupation is of course an essential characteristic of Rome’s history.  Pagano’s 
suggestion, while farcical, would have been only the most recent in a string of earlier acts of 
appropriation of the Colosseum that tried to exorcize or efface its pagan iconography or original 
function.  The Flavian amphitheatre was from 1200 used as a castle first by the Frangipane and 
then the Annibaldi families; Sixtus V commissioned Domenico Fontana to restore the building 
and convert it into a mill and residential quarter in the late sixteeth century; Clement X placed 
crosses in the arena to consecrate it to Christian martyrs in the late seventeenth century; while a 
project by Carlo Fontana of 1676-79 would have transformed the building into a spectacular 
court surrounding a circular basilica for the Christian martyrs, its dome overtopping the upper 
                                                 
7 Pagano might have had in mind the rallies that had been held in the Colosseum, such as the one held 
celebrating the fourth anniversary of the March on Rome (October 28, 1926), at which Mussolini said: 
“Avanguardisti! It is not without a reason that I have convened you in Rome on the fourth anniversary of the 
glorious march! It is not without a reason that among all the places charged with the glory that Rome boasts, as its 
incomparable privilege before all the world, that I selected the Colosseum, this immense monument, this everlasting 
testimony to Rome. You are the dawn of life, you are the hope of our country, you are above all the army of 
tomorrow.” Quoted in Richard A. Etlin, Modernism in Italian Architecture, 1890-1940 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1991), 428.  
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arcade.8  Indeed, when in 70 CE the Colosseum’s foundations were placed on the site of an 
ornamental lake that had beautified the opulent Domus Aurea of Nero, Vespasian initiated this 
train of ideological and political appropriation.   
 Pagano’s final indictment of the site was the insistent presence of the ruins (ruderi) of the 
past.  He described the remains of the Imperial Fora as:  
Rubble, ruins, concrete cliffs, rocks eroded by storms, our dear old ancient Rome reduced 
to decaying sticks and smashed boxes.  In fact, it is not so.  I know that glorious antiquity 
is beautiful, but one cannot strut about all day with the bones of the dead in hand.  I 
thought about this while I drew my work, a work of my time.  I could not reconcile it with 
a different time. . . .  And to think that before I liked everything there.  It was a museum 
and I felt indifferent: one looked in the guidebook and it said, here was this, here was 
that, here was something else!  But when I began to draw, all these things ceased to be 
passive, ceased to be bearable . . . and I felt like someone who wants to play cards on the 
belly of a dead man.  I began to feel embarrassed, hating all those corpses.  And then I 
understood the destruction of the popes and the quarrying of the Colosseum and the law 
of the most alive and of the strongest.9  
   
It would be impossible to harmonize a modern building with these ancient remains, to reconcile 
those principles of modernism—“freedom,” “courage,” “spontaneity”—in the middle of a field 
of “most illustrious cadavers” (illustrissimi cadaveri), he wrote.  As he sketched, he felt the 
Colosseum sneering (sghignazzava) at his feeble, self-deluded attempts at architectural 
emulation.  He was convinced that the judges “will see only form.  Perhaps they will not imagine 
                                                 
 
8 P. Colagrossi, L’anfiteatro flavio nei suoi venti secoli di storia (Florence: Libreria editrice fiorentina, 
1913), 209-15. See also Michela Di Macco, Il Colosseo: Funzione simbolica, storica, urbana (Rome: Bulzoni, 
1971); Keith Hopkins and Mary Beard, The Colosseum (London: Profile Books, 2005); and Helmut Hager, “Carlo 
Fontana’s Project for a Church in honour of the ‘Ecclesia Triumphans’ in the Colosseum, Rome,” Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 36 (1973): 319-37. 
 
9  “Macerie, ruderi, la scogliera di Portland, le rocce corrose dalle tempeste, la vecchia cara Roma antica 
ridotta a stecchi cariati e a scatole sfasciate. Non è così, in realtà, lo so che è bella l’antichità gloriosa ma non si può 
pavoneggiarsi tutto il giorno con le ossa da morto in mano.  Pensavo così mentre disegnavo il mio lavoro, il lavoro 
del mio tempo. Non mi potevo conciliare con un altro tempo. Ero diventato uomo di parte. E pensare che prima mi 
piaceva tutto laggiù. Era un museo e mi sentivo indifferente: si guardava sulla guida e si diceva: qui era questo, qui 
era quello, qui era quell’altro! Ma quando mi son messo a disegnare, tutta quella roba cessava d’essere passiva, 
cessava d’essere sopportabile, si ribellava ai diritti della vita ed io mi sentivo come chi vuol giocare a tresette sulla 
pancia d’un morto. Incominciavo a sentirmi imbarazzato, a odiare tutto quel cadaverume. E comprendevo le 
distruzioni dei papi e la cava di pietra al Colosseo e la legge del più vivo e del più forte.” Pagano, “Palazzo del 
Littorio: atto primo, scena prima,” 3. 
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that this is not just a question of form, of more or less modernity, of beauty or ugliness, but of 
courage or cowardice, of good or bad city planning.  And then the civil engineers will come and 
the winner of the competition will be crucified by his own mediocrity or by remorse if he is able 
to save himself from the threats of the one hundred cadavers, lorded over by the Colosseum.”10  
Whereas the supposed intention of the Palazzo Littorio competition program had been to emulate 
ancient Rome while surpassing it in grandeur, Pagano understood that the idea of a serene 
coexistence of the Roman and Fascist monuments was deluded hubris.  If the Palazzo was to be 
truly representative of the new Fascist “imperium,” he argued, then it clearly had to command 
the surrounding remnants of antiquity.  It had to be, as he put it in distinctly imperial language, 
“an act of conquest: a victory of the living over the dead.”  Yet the rules of the competition made 
this all but impossible.  A building that did not approach the height of the Colosseum could not 
possibly compete with it, nor could the Palazzo function as an “isolated nucleus of modern life” 
without “compromising the archaeological integrity of the area.”  For these reasons, he 
withdrew, commenting that “my soul cries out at having to give up.”11  Pagano’s insistence that 
to build such a grandiose structure might somehow impinge on the “archaeological integrity” of 
the Via dell’Impero is perhaps a surprising one, given the arbitrary and contrived appearance of 
the ruins at its edges.12  Nevertheless, the reader is left with an idea of Pagano’s unassailable 
                                                 
10 “. . . Vedranno solo la forma. Forse non immagineranno neanche che non è questione di forma soltanto, 
di modernità o meno, di bello e di brutto, ma di coraggio o di viltà, di buona o di cattiva educazione urbanistica. E 
poi verrà il Genio civile e il vincitore sarà crocifisso dalla propria mediocrità o dal rimorso se si potrà salvare dalle 
minacce dei cento cadaveri comandati dal Colosseo capostrada.” Ibid. 
 
11 “. . . Mi piange l’anima di dover rinunciare.” Ibid.  
 
12 This manufactured quality of the archaeological zone was rightly noted by Pagano’s young colleague at 
Casabella, Giulio Carlo Argan, who noted the Via dell’Impero was a fitting location for the Palazzo Littorio as “non 
è, per fortuna, una ricostruzione archeologica: realizza un valore d’ambiente, ma non contiene precisi, impegnativi 
motivi stilistici. Dal punto di vista dell’ambiente, i suoi archi che abbracciano il vuoto, le colonne liberate dai pesi 
formano un paesaggio innaturale di volumi e di masse, independente da limiti di spazio.” (“Luckily, it is not an 
archaeological reconstruction; it fulfills an environmental value, but it does not hold precise, binding, stylistic 
motifs. From the point of view of the surroundings, its arches that embrace the emptiness and the columns 
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good sense, skewering the sophistry of an architectural profession too enamored of monumental 
formalism to see the falsity of their convictions.   
Pagano’s loss of nerve, sensible as it may well have been, reveals not just a respect for 
the past but also a striking sense of timidity under its gaze, at least when compared to the 
bravado that led to the building of the Vittoriano in the same general vicinity in the early years of 
Roma capitale.  In the case of that structure, the heroic scale of Giuseppe Sacconi’s national 
monument cocked a snoot at the classical and papal city, forcing itself upon the spectator’s 
consciousness in its grandiloquent monumentality.  Rather than attempt to meet the august ruins 
of antiquity head on, it turns its back on them, leaving them, as well as the Aracoeli and 
Michelangelo’s Campidoglio, in its shadow, a great dam holding back the scattered flotsam and 
jetsam of the Roman Forum (fig. 1.1).  Just as they would in the Fascist period, political 
considerations outweighed archaeological sympathies in the drive to link the regime of the new 
republic to the glories of ancient Rome, while superseding them in scale and magnificence.  The 
complaints of those who feared for the loss of historical strata and scale were swept aside by 
those who argued that the Vittoriano must tower over its surroundings in complete isolation, like 
the monuments of ancient Rome.13  In terms of its volumetric presence, it competes with nothing 
except the mouth of the Corso, with which it aligns directly.  The great piazza before it, like the 
                                                                                                                                                             
unburdened by weight, form an unnatural landscape of volumes and masses, independent from limits of space.”) 
Giulio Carlo Argan, “L’opinione di un critico,” Casabella, no. 73 (1934): 6-7.  
 
13 As Primo Acciaresi put it in his account of Sacconi’s pile, “la sintesi monumentale delle tre grandi civiltà 
romane, l’antica, la papale, la moderna . . . . per la cui estetica bastò un solo eletto genio d’Italia, non potrà esser 
letta convenientemente, nè essere di ammonimento ai futuri, se il Municipio romano e lo Stato non lo libereranno 
dalle circonstanti sconcezze edilizie che lo deturpano e in mezzo a cui la mole superba ed eloquente non può 
ricordare, come dovrebbe, i fasti della Patria e la sempre rinnovellantesi grandezza di Roma eterna.” (“The 
monumental synthesis of the three great civilizations of Rome, the ancient, the papal and the modern . . . . whose 
aesthetic is due to a single noble genius of Italy, will not be read properly, nor be a warning to the future, unless the 
Roman council and the State free it from the scabrous buildings nearby that disfigure it and amidst which the superb 
and eloquent volume cannot recall, as it should, the glories of the fatherland and the always self-regenerating 
greatness of eternal Rome.”) Primo Acciaresi, Giuseppe Sacconi e l’opera sua massima: Cronaca dei lavori del 
Monumento Nazionale a Vittorio Emanuele II (Rome: Tipografia Dell’Unione Editrice, 1911), 296.  
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Via dell’Impero a busy thoroughfare, was carved dismissively out of the built fabric around it.  
To make a similarly spacious piazza in front of the Palazzo Littorio would have meant impinging 
on favored classical remains such as the Basilica of Maxentius, or necessitated their demolition.  
As it stands, the Vittoriano is a spectacularly conspicuous memento of the chest-thumping 
pretensions of Italy’s foundational years and one ultimately unmatched by the Fascists in the 
center of Rome.   
In the months that Pagano was struggling with the question of how to insert 
contemporary architecture amongst the remnants of Rome’s ancient past, the very same issue 
was tackled by Le Corbusier.  The great Franco-Swiss architect was twice in Rome while the 
Palazzo Littorio competition was underway, and he directly addressed the meddlesome question 
of harmonizing the old with the new.  He first visited Rome in June 1934 at the behest of Pietro 
Maria Bardi and Massimo Bontempelli, the directors of the journal Quadrante.14  While in Rome 
for nineteen days he opened an exhibition of his work and gave lectures on the subjects of “the 
architectonic revolution,” and “the urbanization of the contemporary city,” all the while hoping 
to meet Mussolini to discuss his plans for the “new town” of Pontinia, a desire ultimately 
frustrated. 15  Arriving on 4 June, soon after the debate in the Chamber of Deputies of 26 May 
denouncing modern architecture, he found himself in Rome at the height of the uproar 
surrounding the Palazzo Littorio competition.  And he was surely well aware of the gathering 
controversy: the conservative parliamentarians had been ridiculed by Vittorio Mussolini, the 
                                                 
 
14 Marida Talamona, “À la recherche de l’autorité,” in L’Italie de Le Corbusier, ed. Marida Talamona 
(Paris: Fondation Le Corbusier; Villette, 2010), 175.  
 
15 On Le Corbusier’s trips to Italy and his association with Italian architects, see Marida Talamona, ed., 
L’Italie de Le Corbusier (Paris: Fondation Le Corbusier; Villette, 2010), and the subsequent exhibition catalogue, 
Marida Talamona, ed., L’Italia di Le Corbusier (Rome: MAXXI, Museo nazionale delle arti del XXI secolo; Milan: 
Mondadori Electa, 2012); and Giorgio Ciucci, “A Roma con Bottai,” Rassegna, no. 3 (1980): 66-71. On these 
lectures and Le Corbusier’s ties to the Quadrante group, see David Rifkind, The Battle for Modernism: Quadrante 
and the Politicization of Architectural Discourse in Fascist Italy (Venice: Marsilio, 2012), 242-47.  
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Duce’s son, in an editorial entitled “Fesserie di retrogradi” (Reactionary idiots) in the 30 May 
number of Anno XII, a Fascist student review, a copy of which Le Corbusier possessed.16  The 
meetings took place on 9 and 11 June, that is, immediately before and after Mussolini received in 
Palazzo Venezia the groups of architects who had won with modernist designs the competitions 
for Sabaudia and the Florence train station, encouraging them with the motto “Do not be afraid 
to have courage!”17  Bardi read the entire text of this speech at the opening of the conference on 
the evening of 11 June.18  During his time in the city, Le Corbusier was asked by Alberto Calza 
Bini, the President of the Fascist Syndicate of Architects, for his thoughts on the Palazzo Littorio 
in relation to the Colosseum and the Basilica of Maxentius.  He responded: 
For me, there is no doubt.  To adopt any conceivable language when confronting the 
stones of ancient Rome, there is only one possibility: iron and glass—these two materials 
are products of intensely modern technology.  Because . . . what constitutes the unity 
between various works, created under different civilizations, climates, or different 
centuries?  It is the potential for creative energy.  This is where the unity lies; this is the 
point where the potential of invention is of the same intensity as the functional unity.  
The whole history of architecture shows us this.  All the great cities of the past 
demonstrate it repeatedly.  Works that normally co-exist well are not necessarily those of 
                                                 
 
16 Talamona, “À la recherche de l’autorité,”178. The editorial, excerpted by Talamona, reads: “La 
Chambre, quoi qu’on en dise, demeure à certains moments inchangée, en harmonie parfaite avec l’architecture de 
son bâtiment de style humbertin. Le barouf qui a été fait à propos . . . de la Casa Littoria en construction est un 
nouveau symptôme de la déplorable mantalité parlementaire. . . . Quand un gouvernement crée des villes et érige 
son Exposition dans un style qui n’est pas, si je ne m’abuse, parfaitement conforme à celui d’avant-guerre, il ne faut 
pas perdre son temps à discuter encore de l’architecture de la Casa Littoria. Il est également parfaitement inutile de 
parler de la merveilleuse gare de Florence, oeuvre de très jeunes architectes, pour la comparer à l’église de Santa 
Maria del Fiore.” It continues: “Affirmer que l’architecture que nous voulons défendre et costruire est d’origine 
étrangère est une vielle et odieuse histoire: car celui qui en premier s’est battu pour cette idée était très italien, 
tellement italien qu’il est héroïquement tombé au combat sur le Karst. Il s’agit d’Antonio Sant’Elia de Côme. Et 
nous ne méprisons pas vraiment la Triennale pour son exposition d’architecture!” It concludes: “La Casa Littoria ne 
sera pas la Mole Sacconiana ou le Palais Madama. Cet édifice prouvera au monde et aux rares mais très obstinés 
rétrogrades d’Italie la valeur du sens artistiques du peuple italien et le talent, nous en sommes certains, de nos jeunes 
architectes (à moins que le gagnant ne soit le toujours très jeune Piacentini!).” Talamona, “À la recherche de 
l’autorité,” 179.  
 
17 Talamona and Rifkind differ on the dates of these lectures, with Rikind stating that the first lecture took 
place on 10 June 1934. For his argument, see Rifkind, The Battle for Modernism, 242 n. 44.  
 
18 Talamona, “À la recherche de l’autorité,” 181. See also Pietro Maria Bardi, “Le Corbusier a Roma,” 




the same style, but those that have the same creative power in the depths of themselves. . 
. .  Do not think that it can be achieved by imitating the forms of the Colosseum, or that 
by employing the same stone as the Colosseum, today in 1934, you will obtain unity.  
You will display merely the falseness of it, and it will be a miserable failure.19 
 
On the afternoon of 11 June, Le Corbusier visited the site of the future Palazzo Littorio and 
sketched a design entitled “les Harmoniseurs” that incorporated these thoughts.  He later revised 
and published the drawing in his book Aircraft (1935), opposite an image of the float and 
wingtip of an Italian “Scipio” class flying boat (fig. 4.3).20  At the head of the page Le Corbusier 
placed a characteristically gnomic statement: “Countries lack the harmonizing influence which 
would make the humane beauty of modern times palpable.”  Beneath this is his sketch, a 
foreshortened perspectival view down the Via dell’Impero with the Colosseum in the center, the 
massive arches of the Basilica of Maxentius on the right, and a design for the Palazzo Littorio on 
the left, their main building materials written above: stone, brick, and steel and glass, 
respectively, apparently material elements of an historical dialectic. At the bottom of his sketch 
Le Corbusier scribbled his key to the puzzle of building in the hallowed center of Rome: “There 
exists a common measure, a common denominator: it is human scale / it is the potential of 
creative power / There is unity, across the ages.”21  To the right of this Le Corbusier drew a 
human figure, suggestive of his later Modulor Man (and incidentally of the bronze statues of the 
emperors that lined the Via dell’Impero), indicating both a human dimensional system and the 
                                                 
19 Le Corbusier, “Glass, the Fundamental material of Modern Architecture,” translated by Paul Stirton and 
annotated by Tim Benton, West 86th 19, no. 2 (2012): 301. 
 
20 Le Corbusier, Aircraft (London: The Studio Publications, 1935), 47. In an unpublished essay kindly 
shared with the author, Tim Benton notes the interesting detail that Le Corbusier had already drawn a similar sketch 
in 1931 for a lecture he gave at the Salle Pleyel in 1931, in order to “illustrate his concept of an organic architecture 
using the materials of the age but linked to the great works of the past by a Humanist sense of scale.” Benton, 
“Competition for the Palazzo del Littorio, 1934,” 7. 
 
21 In full, Le Corbusier’s annotation reads: “Via impériale 1934?  Rome. / Colisée / Basilique de Constantin 
/ Nouveau Palais Littorio ? / Il existe une commune mesure, un commun dénominateur: c’est l’échelle humaine / est 




creative potential of modern man.  As Talamona observes, Le Corbusier’s quick sketch of the 
Palazzo Littorio has strong echoes of aspects of the competition entry by the Milanese team of 
BBPR (Gian Luigi Banfi, Lodoviso Belgiojoso, Enrico Peresutti, Ernesto Rogers), together with 
Arturo Danusso, Luigi Figini and Gino Pollini (known as the Gruppo Quadrante), which he no 
doubt saw while in the company of Bardi and Bontempelli.  As Tim Benton argues, Le Corbusier 
regarded the Palazzo Littorio competition as a test case of his contention—adopted by his 
acolytes in the Gruppo 7—that classicism and modernism shared fundamental principles that 
made ancient and modernist architecture mutually sympathetic.22    
In October 1936 Le Corbusier returned to Rome, this time for the sixth Volta Congress 
organized around the theme “Rapporti dell’architettura con le arti figurative” (Connections 
between Architecture and the Figurative Arts) held at the Campidoglio.  At the same time, he 
was interviewed by Antonio Muñoz, the director of the journal L’Urbe (fig. 4.4).23  Le Corbusier 
explained that an unbridgeable gulf existed between the past and the present, one that could not 
be linked simply by stylistic emulation: “Between the ancient and the new there is a distance, a 
breach. . . . Bury the past and life resumes; the past cannot be continued.  As for urbanism, it is a 
chimera to wish to reconnect oneself with the past; . . . every archaeological imitation is a 
profanation of ancient objects.”24  Only a building that used the most modern materials and one 
                                                 
22 Tim Benton, “Il concorso per il palazzo del Littorio, 1934-1937,” in Luigi Moretti: Razionalismo e 
trasgressività tra barocco e informale, ed. Bruno Reichlin and Letizia Tedeschi (Milan: Electa, 2010), 103. 
  
23 The Volta Congresses were established in 1930 in honor of the celebrated Italian physicist by the 
Fondazione Alessandro Volta under the patronage of the Accademia d’Italia and underwritten initially by the 
Società Generale Italiana Edison di Elettricità. The yearly meetings were devoted alternately to scientific and 
humanistic subjects, with the first, in 1931, concerning nuclear physics. Other themes were “Europe” (1932), 
“Immunology” (1933), “Dramatic Theatre” (1934), under the direction of Luigi Pirandello and Filippo Tommaso 
Marinetti (and which included a presentation by Walter Gropius on his theory of “total theatre”) and, in 1935, “High 
Velocities in Aviation.”  
  
24 “Tra l’antico e il nuovo c’è un distacco, una rottura; . . . Seppellite il passato e la via riprende; non ci può 
essere continuazione. In materia d’urbanesimo è un chimera volersi ricollegare col passato; tout imitation 
archéologique est une profanation des choses anciennes.” Antonio Muñoz, “Le Corbusier parla di urbanistica 
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with an innovative form could take its proper place beside the ruins of the past without being a 
feeble attempt at emulation.   
A year later a response of sorts from the professional establishment appeared in the same 
journal in an interview between Muñoz and Marcello Piacentini (one of his “dearest and most 
steadfast friends”) who spoke about Rome and its architecture.25  While in 1929 Piacentini had 
favored building the new Rome to the side of the old in order to preserve its picturesque 
character wherever possible, now he rationalized the wide avenues that rode roughshod over the 
cluttered chaos at the center of the city: “In history there are periods of strength and periods of 
weakness; a strong people must impose its will in every field, and that includes the physical 
appearance of the city in which it lives and works.  In Rome the popes have done so in centuries 
past.  We are now in a period of strength, and we likewise want and ought to leave our own 
enduring mark.”26  In response to what he interpreted as Le Corbusier’s disapproval of 
continuing to live in old cities, Piacentini argued that it was necessary and possible to adapt the 
historic center to the needs of contemporary society without abandoning or completely 
obliterating it.  The new buildings planted amongst the old must not be “troppo moderne,” 
otherwise they would not be in sympathy with their environment.  But he continued in a manner 
not so far removed from Le Corbusier’s line: “We Italians are artists, and we well know how to 
mold and adapt ourselves to the ancient. . . . We need not be afraid of the new style. . . . [T]he 
Romans took their architecture from the Greeks and adapted it to the Latin taste . . . [T]he point 
                                                                                                                                                             
Romana,” L’Urbe 1, no. 2 (1936): 34, 36, translated in Alexander Scobie, Hitler’s State Architecture: The Impact of 
Classical Antiquity (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1990), 11. 
  
25 Antonio Muñoz, “Marcello Piacentini parla di Roma e di architettura,” L’Urbe 2, no. 5 (1937): 19-28.  
This discussion also includes an interesting friendly disagreement between Muñoz and Piacentini over the planned 
demolition of the ‘spina’ in front of St. Peter’s basilica. 
  
26 “Ci sono nella storia epoche forti ed epoche deboli; un popolo forte deve imporre la sua volontà in ogni 
campo, anche nell’aspetto fisico della città in cui vive e opera. A Roma, nei secoli scorsi, i papi hanno fatto così; noi 
siamo oggi in un’epoca forte, e vogliamo e dobbiamo lasciare la nostra traccia durevole.” Ibid., 25.  
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is not whether to make or not to make a style, but whether to make or not to make art.  It is 
important that our architects have an artistic sensibility, that is, a sensitivity in the use of color 
and mass and adaptability to the surroundings.”27  This was not to say that new materials and 
technical advances should not be used, only that their use must accord with “spiritual necessity.”  
Le Corbusier, he suggested, was “too much of a machine,” a “fanatical Lutheran who sees 
nothing but technical fact.”28       
 
The Exhibition of Entries and the Critical Reaction 
The first meeting of the Palazzo Littorio jury was held on 29 August 1934,  following a 
brief review of the entries.  Achille Starace, the PNF Secretary General and commission 
president, opened the session by declaring that the range of entrants and the variety of designs 
submitted  revealed “the loftiness and the unanimity of the wholly modern architectural trend, to 
                                                 
 
27 Noi italiani siamo artisti, e sappiamo facilmente plasmarci e adattarci all’antico. . . . Non bisogna aver 
paura del nuovo stile . . . . i romani presero la loro architettura dai greci, e la adattarono al gusto latino . . . il punto 
non è di fare o non fare uno stile, ma di fare o non fare arte. Occorre che i nostri architetti abbiano sensibilità d’arte, 
cioè sensibilità nel colore e nella massa, e qualità di adattamento all’ambiente.” Ibid., 25-26. Piacentini continued: 
“Ai  miei allievi della Scuola di architettura di Roma io insegno che, se il passato è seppellito, e anche i vecchi non 
sostengono più certe idee che fino a due o tre anni fa difendevano ad oltranza, bisogna però conoscerlo, come i 
letterati studiano le lingue morte. Se i passatisti ormai tacciono, ci sono i modernisti ad oltranza che rappresentano 
un pericolo; e bisogna inoltre diffidare delle correnti internazionali, che portano all’annientamento delle 
caratteristiche dei vari popoli. Oggi il mondo architettonico si trova diviso tra due mistiche contraddittorie: da un 
lato quella della linea verticale, a cui dobbiamo le grandi metropoli americane, che coi loro grattacieli potremmo 
chiamare appunto “città verticale”; e la mistica della linea orizzontale, che domina nelle città del centro d’Europa, 
come nell’architettura olandese, con le sue finestre e le sue pensiline allungate orizzontalmente. La prima esprime la 
volontà umana di radicare l’arte nella terra stessa della città, per innalzarla poi verso le misteriose sinfonie del cielo; 
la mistica orizzontale, che oggi è la più diffusa, al contrario rappresenta piuttosto un atto di fede verso il dèmone 
moderno della velocità. Questo contrasto tra verticalismo e orizzontalismo c’è stato sempre; ma noi italiani abbiamo 
cercato in ogni epoca di comporlo in un giusto equilibrio, a cominciare dall’epoca romana: esempio il Colosseo, 
dove c’è una perfetta armonia tra i pilastri verticali e le orizzontali portate degli archi e delle piattabande. Anche 
oggi nell’architettura italiana nessuna delle due mistiche prevale sull’altra, e la costante aspirazione nostra è quella 
di conciliare per quanto è possibile le due tendenze. Il mio padiglione alla prossima Esposizione Universale di Parigi 
sarà una prova della possibilità di questa unione che, lo ripeto, è stata una tendenza costante di tutta l’architettura 
nostra.” 
  
28 “Le Corbusier è troppo machina, è un luterano fanatico che non vede che il fatto tecnico.” Ibid., 27.  
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which elements previously faithful to other tendencies have rallied.”29  While the minutes of the 
meeting amount to no more than two pages of text, and thus gloss over much of the discussion, 
they make clear that Starace, supported by the other political functionary on the committee, 
Giovanni Marinelli (the Administrative Secretary of the PNF), were the ultimate arbiters within 
the room.  Starace announced that a first round of reviewing submissions would disqualify those 
entrants who were not members of the PNF or subscribers to the governing professional 
syndicates, those who had failed to provide the requisite documents, and those entries adjudged 
by the majority of the commission to be unworthy of exhibition.  The remaining entries would 
then be publicly exhibited between 20 and 30 September, with the final judgment rendered on 5 
October (these dates were later revised).  At this point the first signs of disagreement among the 
commission surfaced.  Marcello Piacentini, Alberto Calza Bini, along with Piero Portaluppi—the 
architect and professor at the Milan Polytechnic who replaced Corrado Ricci on the commission 
following the archaeologist’s death in early 193430—objected to the public display of the entries 
before the jury had made its final decision.  But Starace and Marinelli insisted, saying that, given 
the supreme importance of the competition, “there would not be any reason to prevent a potential 
debate in the press.”31  The views of the other members of the jury, including Muñoz, 
Gioacchino Russo (Secretary of the National Fascist Syndicate of Engineers), Paolo Salatino 
                                                 
 
29 “. . . L’elevatezza e la unanimità dell’indirizzo architettonico del tutto moderno, al quale hanno aderito 
anche elementi già ligi ad altre tendenze.” BAUF, AMP, f. 81, “Verbale della prima seduta del giorno 29 Agosto 
1934. XII nel Palazzo degli Esami al Viale del Re. Ore 10 ¼,” 2. For identifying this and other archival sources 
concerning the Palazzo Littorio competition held by the University of Florence, I am indebted to Maria Grazia 
Messina’s fundamental and illuminating essay on the Palazzo Littorio competition: “L’orma fermata nella pietra. Il 
concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio del 1934,” in Il teatro del potere: Scenari e rappresentazione del politico fra 
Otto e Novecento, ed. Sergio Bertelli (Rome: Carocci, 2000), 117-47.   
 
30 See “Bando del concorso,” in “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, Architettura 13 
(1934): 4 n. 1.  
 
31 “. . . Non vi sarebbe alcune ragione di impedire una eventuale discussione attraverso la stampa.” BAUF, 
AMP, f. 81, “Verbale della prima seduta del giorno 29 Agosto 1934. XII nel Palazzo degli Esami al Viale del Re. 
Ore 10 ¼,” 3. 
174 
 
(Inspector General of Technical Services of the Governatorate) and the architects Armando 
Brasini and Cesare Bazzani, are not recorded, likely indicating their acquiescence. The Governor 
of Rome, Boncompagni Ludovisi, the final member of the jury, was absent.  The meeting ended 
after an hour and three quarters.    
The jury next met the following month, on 10 September, and again resolved to exclude 
from the public exhibition those entries that were “clearly technically and artistically 
insufficient”32 because, as Brasini asserted, inclusion in the exhibition was in itself “a prize and a 
sign of recognition.”33  This preliminary cull had already been reported to the press following the 
first meeting, but Bazzani wanted to go beyond technical and artistic incompetence and add a 
stylistic filter to exclude projects “di tendenza modernissima.”  Piacentini and Calza Bini 
immediately objected and were supported by Starace, who said it was too soon to discuss the 
relative merits of different artistic trends.  The committee then proceeded to disqualify those 
entries that failed to comply with the competition regulations and those by architects and 
engineers who were not members of their respective syndicates.  This resulted in the 
disqualification of ten projects from the one hundred submitted.34  A further eighteen were then 
excluded for being “artistically and technically inadequate,” leaving seventy-two projects to be 
displayed at the exhibition.35 All of these were gathered together two years later in a volume 
                                                 
 
32 “La Commissione deve mettersi sopra un piede di assoluto rigore ed escludere dalla mostra i progetti che 
non sono in regola con le prescrizioni del Bando, come pure quelli che, pure essendolo, sono chiaramente 
insufficienti per tecnica e per concezione artistica.” Starace in  BAUF, AMP, f. 81, “Commissione giudicatrice del 
concorso nazionale per il palazzo del littorio e della mostra della rivoluzione in via dell’Impero. Verbale della 
Riunione del 10 Sett/1934.XII,” 1. 
 
33 “L’essere ammessi alla mostra costituisce già un premio ed un riconoscimento.” Ibid. 
  
34 Ibid., 4. The projects by the following were disqualified for this reason: Furlani; Ciolfi; Rossi; Bisognani; 
Slocovich; Cononni; Valcovi; Pasquinelli and Castellazzi; Tonut; and Chiarini. The total number of entrants (groups 
and individuals) was one hundred, but some of these entered two projects (e.g., Del Debbio-Foschini-Morpurgo, 




entitled Il nuovo stile littorio (The New Lictorial Style) that, despite the radical differences in 
style amongst the competitors, nevertheless purported to illustrate the “birth of a new style.”36   
Given the wide exposure of the competition and the certain boost to a career that would 
follow from being premiated, it is no surprise that some architects were quick to question their 
elimination at this early stage.  Piacentini and Marinelli received plaintive letters from distraught 
architects who felt they had been unfairly excluded.  Indicative of the type is a letter from Romeo 
Tonut, of Vienna, who wrote to Marinelli complaining that he had returned home from the 
Venice Biennale to find that he had been disqualified because he had not included his 
architecture syndicate membership certificate with his entry, and could not provide it within 
forty-eight hours, as requested, because he had been away.37  Marinelli responded that  “after a 
careful examination of your documents and your project you were found not to meet the 
requirements stipulated in the competition regulations,” adding for good measure that Tonut’s 
project did not respond to the “technical and artistic requirements imposed by the exceptional 
importance of the subject matter,” and had therefore been eliminated.38                   
                                                                                                                                                             
35 Ibid., 4-5. The projects by the following were disqualified for this reason: Tursini; Pierpaoli; Palmerini; 
Vita; Motta; Natalucci; Latini; Carvadoro; Ximenes; Concialini and Ceccarini; De Vito; De Angeli; Premoli; 
Cardella; Bisantis; Heisendorf Macchi; Di Giovanni, Luparello and Alessi; Corsico.  
 
36 F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della 
Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Milan: Arti Grafiche Bertarelli, 1936). 
  
37 ACS, PNF, Direttorio Nazionale, Serie II, b. 1504 (Prof. Romeo Tonut to Giovanni Marinelli, 15 
September 1934).   
 
38 “. . . Dopo un accurato esame dei suoi documenti e del suo progetto, che ella non si trova in possesso dei 
requisiti richiesti dal bando di Concorso,” adding for good measure that Tonut’s project did not respond to the 
“esigenze tecniche ed artistiche imposte dalla eccezionale importanza del tema.” ACS, PNF, Direttorio Nazionale, 
Serie II, b. 1504 (Giovanni Marinelli to Romeo Tonut, 30 September 1934). The folder contains similar letters to 
Tonino Ferrari, Castone Pesce, Franco Riani, Ferdinando Rossi, Luigi Tursini, and Dagoberto Ortensi, among 
others. Interestingly, it appears that Marinelli eventually relented to Tonut’s appeals, adding his project to the 
official exhibition. This likely accounts for the fact that some archival documents of the official entries give seventy-




 Following the preliminary deliberations of the jury, seventy-two competition entries were 
exhibited publicly at the Mostra dei progetti del Palazzo del Littorio which opened in the 
Palazzo degli Esami in Viale del Re in Trastevere, on 23 September.39  Organized by the 
engineer Ambroglio Forastieri of the Direzione del Partito, over nine hundred drawings and 
photographs were displayed on tubular steel scaffolding along with plaster models in three rooms 
on the ground floor of the palazzo (fig. 4.5).40  In contrast to the orderly display of projects for 
the Florence station competition at the Palazzo Vecchio in March 1933, in which the entries were 
arranged according to the series of eliminations by the jury, there was no such discernible logic 
behind the display in Rome.41  Neither the jury’s ranking, nor style, nor the architects’ native city 
governed the organization, and this random display contributed to the sense that no consensus 
had been reached, stylistically or otherwise, about the nature of this most important monument to 
Fascism.  This did not go unremarked in the press.  In its review of the exhibition, the Milanese 
daily Il Corriere della Sera mentioned the apparent disorder, noting that in the first room the 
traditionalist project by the Roman Mario Palanti stood cheek by jowl with that by the team of 
Giuseppe Torres, Carlo Keller and Guido Bonzio, who hailed from Venice.42  In stylistic terms, 
                                                 
39 “La mostra dei progetti del Palazzo del Littorio,” L’Illustrazione italiana 61, no. 39 (30 September 
1934): 509. See also the short newsreel recording the event, “Esposizione dei progetti di artisti italiani per il palazzo 
del littorio e per la mostra della rivoluzione,” Giornale Luce B0551, September 1934, 
http://www.archivioluce.com/archivio/.   
 
40 “La mostra dei progetti del Palazzo del Littorio,” L’Illustrazione italiana 61, no. 39 (30 September 
1934): 509.  
 
41 In Florence therefore, the visitor’s path would follow the deliberations of the jury, encountering first the 
56 projects eliminated after the first examination, and so on, until reaching the winning project by Gruppo Toscano.  
The newspaper La Nazione described this poetically in terms of Dante’s Divine Comedy, as the visitor passed 
through Hell and Purgatory, before reaching the Paradise of the winning entry.  “La visità delle autorità,” La 
Nazione, 9 March 1933.  
  
42 “Il popolo si affolla attorno ai progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione,” 
Corriere della Sera, 24 September 1934, summarized in Tim Benton, “Il concorso per il palazzo del Littorio, 1934-
1937,” in Luigi Moretti: Razionalismo e trasgressività tra barocco e informale, ed. Bruno Reichlin and Letizia 
Tedeschi (Milan: Electa, 2010), 104.  
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the juxtapositions could not have been more jarring.  The traditionalist designs of the team of 
Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini and Vittorio Morpurgo, and those of Gaetano Rapisardi 
and Giuseppe Vaccaro, were bracketed by the more modernist designs of Luigi Moretti, Mario 
De Renzi and the team of Gino Levi Montalcini, Umberto Cuzzi and Emilio Pifferi.  The heavy 
monumentality of Vincenzo Fasolo’s scheme appeared next to the light Rationalist designs of the 
Gruppo Quadrante.43  The exhibition remained open throughout the week, including Sundays, 
when the highest attendance figures were recorded.  In all, 18,821 people visited between 
Sunday, 23 September and Wednesday, 31 October, a number large enough to necessitate the 
hiring of a plasterer to repair models damaged by the crowds.44     
While the attendance figures suggest the exhibition was a popular public success, the 
initial reaction to the displayed entries by critics was decidedly mixed.  Wishing to gauge critical 
sentiment, the Party reviewed and summarized the assessments published in the daily press and 
periodicals.45  The summary, presumably written for Mussolini or Marinelli, divided the 
statements into three groups: the first, and greatest in number, were those that were clearly 
favorable;46 the second, fewer in number, were middling, neither strongly for nor against;47 and a 
                                                 
 
43 The numerical order of the projects in the exhibition is listed in BAUF, AMP, f. 81. “Elenco dei 
concorrenti secondo la disposizione in cui sono esposti i loro progetti.” 
 
44 ACS, PNF, Direttorio Nazionale, Serie II, b. 1504 (“Allestimento della mostra al palazzo degli esami”).  
 
45 ACS, PNF, Direttorio Nazionale, Serie II, b. 1504 (“Sintetica rassegna dei giudizi critici—pubblicati nei 
quotidiani e nella stampa periodica—sui progetti per la costruenda casa Littoria in via dell’Impero”).  
 
46 Ibid., 1, 4. The briefing note lists the following newspapers that contained “laudatory” articles: Il 
Telegrafo, Roma Fascista, La Gazzetta del Popolo, Il Piccolo di Trieste, Il Corriere del Tirreno, Il Giornale di 
Genova, La Sera, La Provincia di Bolzano, Il Popolo di Trieste, Il Lavoro di Genova, Il Giornale di Sicilia, 
L’Avvenire d’Italia, Il Brennero, Santa Milizia, Il Popolo di Romagna.  
 
47 Ibid., 1, 3. Middle-of-the-road articles appeared in: L’Assalto, La Stampa, Il Reato del Carlino, Il Lavoro 
Fascista, L’Arena di Verona, La Nazione, Il Popolo di Roma, La Gazzetta del Mezzogiorno, Il Regime Fascista, Il 
Messaggero, Il Piccolo, La Tribuna, L’Ambrosiano, Il Secolo XIX, Il Popolo d’Italia, Il Giornale d’Italia, and 
Ottobre.   
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third group, by far the smallest number, “contained judgments that were decidedly unfavorable 
about the results of the competition.”48  Rather ominously, only the authors of the most critical 
assessments were named.  The author of the summary noted with a hint of exasperation that, 
rather than offering incisive assessments of the projects as a whole, most, whether good or bad, 
focused on minute examinations of the “particolaritá architettoniche” of the exhibited drawings, 
concentrating on the principal façade.  Here he noted that there was a general preference for 
those schemes characterized by a curved, convex, or an obtuse front, rather than those that were 
rectilinear.  Mino Somenzi, writing in Artecrazia (a Futurist paper), attacked the efficacy of the 
jury; said that it would be impossible to create a work of art given the incompatibility of the 
building with its environment; and argued that the Party offices should be “detached and 
separated from the Sacrario and the Exhibition, which have an ideal and historical 
significance.”49  In typical Futurist fashion, he ended by delivering an absurdist squib, suggesting 
that each of the participants in the competition should be given a small sum in indemnity for 
having participated in such a compromised competition.  Ugo Ojetti, identified paradoxically as 
a “razionalista per temperamento” (he is usually regarded as a conservative aesthete), said in Il 
Corriere della Sera that not one of the seventy-two exhibited projects deserved to win, and that 
the competition “substantially throws into doubt the work of those artists who idolize today’s 
pure and characteristic technique.”50  The critic for the journal Perseo noted that “there is in all 
                                                 
 
48 “Un esiguo numero di articoli, infine, contenenti giudizi decisamente sfavorevoli alla riuscita del 
concorso.” Ibid., 1. The papers and critics singled out were: Artecrazia (Mino Somenzi), Il Corriere della Sera (Ugo 
Ojetti), Il Perseo (Della Porta), L’Idea Fascista (unsigned), Quadrivio (Luigi Chiarini), and Cantiere (Guglielmo 
Serafini). 
  
49 “Il Ministero del Partito . . . dovrebbe essere staccato e diviso dal Sacrario e dalla Mostra, che hanno 
significato ideale e storico.” Ibid., 2.   
 
50 “Mette in dubbio, sostanzialmente, l’opera di quegli artisti che hanno l’idolatria della pura e caratteristica 
tecnica di oggi.” Ibid. 
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[of the entries] a general subservience to the standardized lines and to the rationalist buildings of 
every country.”51  But the most vatic pronouncement was made by Guglielmo Serafini in the 
radical Fascist youth publication Cantiere, who commended the participants, but said that it was 
impossible to reconcile the “monumentality” required by the Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista, 
the Sacrario, the Duce’s rooms, and the arengario with the “funzionabilità” of the Party offices.  
He recommended that a second competition be held with rewritten parameters that would take 
this fundamental incommensurability into account.  Taken together, the designs favored in the 
press were as varied as the entrants themselves, a situation comically parodied in a 
photomontage by Vinicio Paladini in the weekly review Quadrivio (fig. 4.6).  Entitled “If the 
jury were to follow the suggestions of the critics . . . ,” it shows a solitary, uniformed figure 
standing on the Via dell’Impero, the thin white ribbon of the road stretching towards the 
Colosseum.  To his right are the ruins of the Roman Forum, and to his left a bricolage of Palazzo 
Littorio projects, thrown atop one another in a noisy jumble.52  
Much the same reaction appeared in one of the earliest and most insightful foreign 
assessments of the competition for the Palazzo Littorio.  In reviewing the competition program in 
the journal L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui in October 1934, Julius Posener wrote that the building 
had to express both the “caractère héroïque” of the revolution and the “caractère hiératique” of 
the Fascist state, and create a new Forum Mussolini in the heart of ancient Rome.53  He noted 
approvingly that young Italian architects, such as Figini and Pollini, Libera, Levi-Montalcini, 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
51 “C’è in tutti un asservimento generale alle linee standarizzate e agli edifici razionalisti di ogni Paese.” 
Ibid.   
 
52 Vinicio Paladini,  “Se la Giuria dovesse seguire i suggerimenti dei critici . . . ,” Quadrivio 2, no. 49 (30 
September 1934): 1.  
 





Terragni and many others as yet not well known, were taking part “with unparalleled 
enthusiasm.”  These modernists, he wrote, wished to create the definitive work of their 
movement, and not recoil before the illustrious vestiges of imperial Rome.  Like Pagano before 
him, Posener identified the incomparable historical significance of the area’s monumental 
remains as the primary architectural challenge and the main reason the competition drew 
international attention: “Were they to be disfigured by an intrusive project, this would be a loss 
not only for Italy, but also for humanity.”54  But what particularly exercised Posener was the 
competition program’s apparent disregard for the lessons of the competition of the Palace of the 
Soviets in Moscow (1931-1932): “Is it not premature to create the eternal monument of the 
movement?  After the experience of the Palace of the Soviets, one has a right to ask.  One might 
also fear that contemporary architecture is not adequate to the monumentality of the task.”55  All 
manner of disparate functions, from a sanctuary to a printing press, had to be shoe-horned into a 
single structure.  But this was not the greatest error, he wrote.  Rather, it was that all these 
elements had to be crammed into an awkward and restrictive triangular site that left little room 
for the designers to separate adequately the mundane elements from the symbolic ones, let alone 
provide sufficient space for mass assemblies and parades.  As the architect Adalberto Libera 
wrote aphoristically in his relazione accompanying his competition entry, “I thought that the 
symbol had to be a symbol, and the office building an office building,” though Posener thought 
his symbolic element, a colossal storiated fasces housing the MRF, Sacrario and arengario, 
                                                 
54 “Défigurés par une réalisation indiscrète, ils seraient perdus non seulement pour l’Italie, mais encore 
pour l’humanité.” Ibid. 
 
55 “. . . N’est-il pas prématuré de vouloir créer le monument éternel du mouvement? Après l’expérience du 
Palais des Soviets, on a bien le droit de se le demander. On peut même craindre de l’architecture contemporaine 
qu’elle ne puisse suffire à la monumentalité de la tâche.” Ibid. The Soviet competition presented many of the same 
fundamental architectural issues: the building had to accommodate mass assemblies (though internally rather than 




“cumbersome.”  Yet Posener was highly sympathetic to the architects’ plight.  Faced with 
conditions that “rendered the task practically impossible,” they were forced to resort to 
“acrobatics” in their attempts to answer these confused goals.  In wistful conclusion he tidily 
summed up the essence of the problem: “It involves on the one hand the conflict between 
symbolism and utilitarian architecture, and on the other the question of location and the conflict 
between the ancient and the contemporary, which together render the construction of the Palazzo 
del Littorio in this form and in this place impossible.  This is what the young architect Pagano 
clearly stated in a spirited article that appeared in Casabella. He called for the competition to be 
revised.  We have only to add our objections to his.”56   
The professional Italian architecture journals of the avant-garde, Casabella and 
Quadrante, equally were torn by the bewildering range of entries, each praising those designs 
that most closely aligned with their editorial biases while ridiculing the excesses of the 
retardataire proposals.  Pagano, having withdrawn from the competition earlier due to what he 
believed to be the impossibility of constructing a modern building “in the midst of illustrious 
cadavers,” now assessed the exhibited results in the October number of Casabella.57  He 
introduced his remarks by commenting on the “fantastic contradictions” that existed in Italian 
architecture, a profession that on the one hand produced Libera and Mario De Renzi’s façade of 
the Mostra della rivoluzione fascista, and on the other the “absurd, irrational and disgusting 
stylism” of Brasini’s medievalizing Palazzo della Prefettura in Taranto.  Notwithstanding his 
judgment that the selected area was ill chosen for a building that should leave to history “the 
                                                 
56 “C’est le problème: ‘symbolisme, architecture utilitaire’ d’une part, d’autre part la question de 
l’emplacement, avec le conflit ‘antique-contemporain’, qu’elle comporte, qui rende impossible la costruction d’un 
Palais du Licteur sous cette forme et à cette place. C’est ce que constate nettement le jeune architecte Pagano dans 
un article plein de brio, paru dans la Casa Bella. Il demande qu’on se décide à refaire le concours. Nous n’avons 
qu’à joindre nos protestations aux siennes.” Ibid., 74.  
 
57 Giuseppe Pagano, “Il concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” Casabella 7, no. 82 (1934): 4-9. 
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most solemn symbol of Mussolinian civilization,”58 he did find some merit in a number of 
entries, remarking the he offered his criticisms for no other reason than to “elevate the Italian 
artistic climate to the heights and dignity that the genius of Mussolini has a right to demand.”59  
Of the twenty-one projects he discussed in his review, most were modernist, and of these he 
singled out for special praise the work by the groups BBPR-Danusso-Figini-Pollini and 
Carminati-Lingeri-Nizzoli-Saliva-Sironi-Vietti-Terragni (Project B).  He illustrated these along 
with nine others (Cosenza, Cuzzi-Levi Montalcini, De Renzi, Libera, Montuori-Piccinato, 
Nordio, Petrucci, Pica and Ponti) on the inside cover (fig. 4.7). What separated his preferred 
projects from the others was their immunity to what he called “the ‘virus’ of monumentality.”  
This was an ailment revealed in the “coarse or scenographic, elephantine or fanatically patriotic” 
designs, that were little more than vain attempts at “hypocritical Roman-ness.”  Among those so 
characterized, he particularly denounced “the florid orgies of Coppedè, Cro, Gerace, and 
Massone, the shark-like and South American snobbery of Mario Palanti;60 the terrible dream of 
the Nibelungen birthed by Ferrati; Crescini’s naïve monstrosity; . . . the graveyard-like homage 
to Ojetti’s arches given us by the engineers Gra and Schellino; the mare’s nest of Brunati and 
Simonici, and the plain, tasteless and cold Palladian soups ladled from the kitchen of Eynard, 
Funi and Pizzigoni in consolation for representing the rhetoric of the rearguard” (figs. 4.8-18).61  
                                                 
 
58 “ . . . Il simbolo più solenne della civiltà mussoliniana.” Ibid., 4.  
 
59 “Non hanno altro scopo che quello di elevare il clima artistico italiano a quelle altezze e a quelle dignità 
che il genio di Mussolini ha il diritto di pretendere.” Ibid., 6. 
 
60 Mario Palanti was an Italian architect based in Argentina. On Palanti see, most recently, Dietrich 
Neumann, “A Skyscraper for Mussolini,” AA Files 68 (2014): 141-53. An up-to-date list of sources is given in note 
2 therein.   
 
61 “Le orgie floreali di Coppedè, di Cro e di Gerace, di Massone, lo snob pescecagnesco e sudamericano di 
Mario palanti; il terribilissimo sogno dei Nibelungi partorito da Ferrati; l’ingenua monstruosità di Crescini; l’incubo 
del maschio Angioino offertoci dalle sette lucide torri del progetto di Virgilio Marchi; il cimiteriale omaggio agli 
archi ojettiani regalatoci dall’ingegnere Gra e da Schellino; il terremoto di Brunati e Simonici e la povera minestra 
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Only the project by Montuori and Piccinato escaped its taint completely, which Pagano described 
as “austere to the point of poverty but honest and anti-rhetorical like none other” (fig. 4.19).62  
But the projects by BBPR-Danusso-Figini-Pollini and the Carminati-Lingeri-Nizzoli-Saliva-
Sironi-Vietti-Terragni group had a “decisively European sensibility,” and were “works of art of 
our time” that exalted the “political and historical responsibility of their purpose” (fig. 4.20 and 
fig. 4.21).63  
Subtler and even more biting was the analysis of Edoardo Persico, the editor-in-chief of 
Casabella, that appeared in the pages of L’Italia letteraria on 29 September.64  He wrote that the 
exhibition offered “a kind of panorama of all the European styles, from Kreis to Gropius, from 
Wagner to Le Corbusier and to Iofan.”65  The miscellany of stylistic quotations showed that the 
hope expressed in the competition regulations that the Palace would transmit to posterity a 
“durable and universal” testament to the Fascist era was wishful thinking: “Italian architects 
were not prepared for such . . . . They have established, almost unanimously, that an Italian 
architecture does not exist.”66  Instead, many entries aped the hands of others.  The project of 
Angelo Di Castro and Francesco Leoni recalled Frank Lloyd Wright, Duilio Torres’ was inspired 
by Auguste Perret, Gaetano Rapisardi’s imitated Paul Bonatz (figs. 4.22 and 4.23).  Others, such 
                                                                                                                                                             
palladiana che la cucina di Eynard Funi e Pizzigoni ha scodellato senza sale e sanza fuoco per la consolazione di 
rappresentare la rettorica delle retroguardie.” Pagano, “Il concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” 8. 
 
62 “. . . Scarno magari fino a rasentare la povertà ma onesto e antiretorico come nessun altro.” Ibid.   
 
63 “Tendono decisamente ad essere opere d’arte del nostro tempo e ad esaltare col raggiungimento di questo 
ideale il compito politico e storico della loro destinazione.” Ibid., 9.  
 
64 Reprinted in Giulia Veronesi, ed., Edoardo Persico: Scritti d’architettura (1927/1935) (Florence: 
Valecchi Editore, 1968), 144-46.  
 
65 “. . . Una specie di panorama di tutti gli stili europei, da Kreis a Gropius, da Wagner a Le Corbusier e a 
Jofan.” Ibid., 145.  
 
66 “Gli architetti italiani non erano preperati a tanto . . . . Questi hanno stabilito, invece, quasi all’unanimità 




as Charbonnet, Paterna Baldizzi and Adolfo Coppedè ingratiatingly adopted the style of 
architects sitting on the jury.  Much of the unedifying work on display at the exhibition could 
have been avoided, he scolded, “if the Italian architects had not been so obsessed by the 
temptations of monumentality . . . and by the pretensions of a mannered ‘Italianness’ that ends in 
superficially scenographic decoration . . . .”67  Even worse were those works by such as Augusto 
Cro, Giulio Gra and others whom Persico did not deign to mention, “who had the pretension to 
attempt to disguise with nothing their insuperable intellectual laziness and lack of inspiration.”68  
Out of this eclectic, disappointing morass Persico plucked a small group of six projects that 
represented for him the hope of Italian architecture: the group of Carminati-Lingeri-Nizzoli-
Saliva-Sironi-Terragni-Vietti; BBPR-Danusso-Figini-Pollini; Cuzzi-Levi Montalcini-Pifferi; 
Petrucci-Muratori; Pica; and Ponti (figs. 4.24-4.27).  While not without their faults, he wrote, in 
these entries the designers had accepted “the aesthetic premises of European architecture,” and 
were testaments to the “universality of modern architecture.”  Persico was here elaborating on a 
theme he had previously discussed in 1933 in a review of the V Triennale of Milan when he 
rejected the idea of a parochial Italian modern architecture in favor of a pan-European style, 
acknowledging dispassionately that Italian modernism derived from abroad.69    
                                                 
67 “Questo spettacolo ci sarebbe stato risparmiato se gli architetti italiani non fossero ossessionati dagli 
inviti alla monumentalità . . . e dalle pretese di una ‘italianità’ di maniera che si risolve in motivi superficialmente 
scenografici . . . .” Ibid., 145. 
 
68 “. . . Che pretenderebbero di mascherare con niente una invincibile pigrizia intellettuale e la deficienza 
dell’ispirazione . . . .” Ibid., 146.  
 
69 See “Gli architetti italiani,” L’Italia letteraria 6 August 1933, reprinted in Veronesi, Edoardo Persico, 
64-67. There he wrote: “Per noi il ‘razionalismo’ italiano è morto. Nato come un bisogno artificioso di novità, o 
come imitazione dell’estero, non ha mai avuto interesse se non come documento di una inquietudine spirituale che 
non è riuscita a stabilere con coerenza i termini del problema. . . . La verità è che il ‘razionalismo italiano’ non è 
nato da nessuna esigenza profonda, ma da posizioni dilettantesche, come l’europeismo da salotto del ‘Gruppo 7,’ o 
da prestesi pratici da cui è escluso qualunque motivo di interiorità etica. Per questo, ai ‘razionalisti’ italiani può 
essere validamente rimproverata la mancanza di stile: la polemica ha creato soltanto aspirazioni confuse, come 
quella della ‘contemporaneità,’ e della ‘moralità,’ senza nessuna aderenza a problemi reali, e senza nessun vero 
contenuto. La guerra fra ‘razionalisti’ e ‘tradizionalisti’ si è risolta, cosí, in un dialogo vuoto e inconsistente in cui 
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As we saw in Chapter One, Pietro Maria Bardi of Quadrante, the journal of the 
intransigent Rationalists, at first enthusiastically embraced the Palazzo Littorio competition as 
the epochal moment that would give birth to “l’architettura dell’Italia fascista.”70  Expressing his 
faith in the creative potential of the youthful Rationalists, he ridiculed as “defeatist” those like 
Pagano who saw the competition as a poisoned chalice of conflicting goals, writing: “We are 
already alert to the scheming and the muttering of all those who, not being capable themselves, 
have given up the challenge, acting like the fox in front of the grapes [in Aesop’s fable]: it would 
be a good idea to keep an eye on this accumulation of strange and damaging activity, and 
denounce it at once.”71  His vigorous support of the competition (which, after all, he claimed to 
have precipitated) was tempered only by misgivings about the professional but decidedly gray-
haired jury, urging that at least one thirty-year old be brought onto the commission, adding that 
“Mussolini’s moral interests are at stake here, and we will go to any lengths (as in the past) to 
report any scheming or injustice to the authorities.”72  Bardi’s was the first of a series of essays 
in the issue that promoted a single competition entry by a team unabashedly called the Gruppo 
Quadrante:  BBPR, with Danusso, Figini and Pollini.  Not only was the design extensively 
illustrated in the journal’s pages, but it also included the team’s explanatory report (relazione) 
accompanying their competition entry.  Carlo Belli, in introducing the project, described the 
                                                                                                                                                             
gli avversari interlocutari rappresentavano la stessa impreparazione teorica e la stessa incapacità a risolvere il 
quesito di un’architettura che non sia sterile mistificazione. L’ostacolo maggiore ad un’affermazione integrale del 
‘razionalismo’ in Italia è consistito nella incapacità dei suoi teorici a porre rigorosamente il problema dell’antitesi 
fra il gusto nazionale e il gusto europeo. . . . Il compito del ‘razionalismo’ italiano non era, infatti, quello di 
coalizzare talune energie contro il gusto ‘antico’ per sostituirvi una specie di oligarchia ‘moderna’; ma di condurre la 
guerra delle idee fino alle estreme conseguenze, fino a confonderla con la posizione dell’utopia.” 
 
70 Pietro Maria Bardi, “Il concorso del Palazzo del Littorio,” Quadrante, no. 16-17 (1934): 1.   
 
71 “Siamo già in ascolto del daffare del maneggismo, del mormorare di tutti quelli che non avendo possanza 
in sè hanno disertata la prova prendendo la posizione della volpe davanti all’uva: sarà bene tener d’occhio questo 
nuvolare di attività estranee e dannose, e denunciarle per tempo.” Ibid. 
 
72 “Sono in gioco gli interessi morali di Mussolini: e noi faremo i matti (come nel passato) per denunciare 
ogni manovra e ogni ingiustizia.” Ibid. 
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principles underlying its conception: “Those who are preparing to examine our architects’ project 
must take into account the principle that was their starting point, which was in any case the only 
possible principle from which one could start: the true constructors, the creators of a marvelous 
past that we deeply admire, always wanted the signs of their era to stand out. . . . Now, the signs 
of our age, for Mediterranean peoples like us, are absolutely unequivocal:  the revival of the 
horizontal, logic as a function of aesthetics—Italy, the fatherland of geometry: Pythagoras, 
Archimedes—economy as well as wisdom.”73  The design was an “act of faith,” a continuation 
of the “simple, clean, geometric” Mediterranean architectural essence shared alike by the Roman 
builders of the Palace of Tiberius and the present-day fisherman of Capri.  It possessed the 
qualities of “reality, purity, intransigence, clarity, antirhetoric, daring, matter-of-factness, 
economy, that is to say: beauty.”  Were not these the very same principles of Fascist ethics? he 
asked.74  He pointed out the hypocrisy of critics who feared a Rationalist Casa Littoria would not 
harmonize with the Colosseum and the Basilica of Maxentius, the very same people who praised 
the Monument to Victor Emmanuel even though it hardly blended quietly with the Palatine and 
the Aracoeli.  The only fitting style of building to leave to the future as a sign of the Fascist era 
was a modern one: “an extremely bold, profoundly rational building, audacious to the point of 
seeming reckless, of a kind that might receive the clamorous disapproval of the Chamber of 
Deputies and the warmest support of the Italian, Fascist and revolutionary people.”75    
                                                 
 
73 “Chi si accinge a esaminare il progetto dei nostri architetti, deve tener presente il principio dal quale sono 
partiti, che era poi l’unico principio da cui si poteva partire: i veri costruttori, gli autori di un passato meraviglioso 
che noi profondamente ammiriamo, hanno sempre voluto imporre i segni della loro epoca . . . . Ora, i segni della 
nostra epoca, per noi mediterranei, sono senza possibilità di equivoco: la ripresa dello svillupo orizzontale, la logica 
in funzione di estetica—Italia, patria della geometria: Pitagora, Archimede—l’economia come saggezza.” Carlo 
Belli, “Atto di fede,” Quadrante, no. 16-17 (1934): 9.   
 
74 “. . . Realtà, purezza, intransigenza, chiarezza, antiretorica, ardimento, praticità, economia, ossia: 




By the time the next issue of Quadrante was published in October, the celebratory tone of 
the journal’s editors had turned into pained disillusionment: “Our optimism concerning the 
competition for the Palazzo Littorio to be built on Via dell’Impero was an act of excessive 
generosity, even recklessness, mixed with that enthusiasm which faith often stirs up over and 
above a scrupulous assessment of the facts,” Bardi wrote.76  The proximate cause of the change 
in tone was the uneven quality of the exhibited projects, the vast majority of which Bardi and 
Belli viewed with distain, a heterogeneous mix of largely neo-classical monumentality, free of 
creative originality.  To make some order out of the “Babel-like” collection of designs, Bardi 
divided the works into three categories that were representative of the general state of Italian 
architecture:  the first of these was composed of  “a battalion of defeatist, pretentious, stubborn, 
ignorant architects, unfaithful to their art (50 %)”; a second consisted of “another battalion of 
architects who cunningly pretend nothing has happened and draw a veil over their aesthetic 
misdeeds of times past, who produce under the guise of the false modern (46 %)”; and the third, 
the only one worthy of praise, was “a squad of architects who stay true to a wholly contemporary 
architecture at all costs (by contemporary, we mean, of Mussolini), and who fight with the 
desperation of the avant-garde (4 %).”77 Lest there be any doubt which architects filled each of 
these ranks, Bardi added: “These groups are headed: 1) by the various Coppedè, Palanti, Fasolo, 
                                                                                                                                                             
75 “Una costruzione arditissima, profondamente razionale, audace fino al punto si sembrare temeraria, in 
modo che possa ottenere una clamorosa disapprovazione della Camera dei Deputati e una altissima cordiale 
adesione da parte del popolo italiano, fascista e rivoluzionario.” Ibid., 10.  
 
76 “Il nostro ottimismo sul concorso del Palazzo Littorio da costruire su Via dell’Impero è stato un atto di 
generosità eccessiva, mista di quell’entusiasmo che spesso la fede scatena sopra il senso di scrupoloso controllo dei 
fatti, quasi una avventatezza.”  Pietro Maria Bardi, “Il concorso del Palazzo su via dell’Impero,” Quadrante, no. 18 
(1934): 10. 
 
77 “1. Un battaglione di architetti rinunciatari, pretenziosi, caparbi, ignoranti, infedeli all’arte loro (50 %).  
2. Un altro battaglione di architetti che furbescamente fa finta di niente, e, tirato un tendone sopra le sue malefatte 
estetiche di un tempo, si produce sotto specie di falso-moderno (46 %).  3. Un drappello di architetti che a ogni costo 
restano fedeli a una architettura realmente contemporanea (contemporanea, s’intende, di Mussolini), e si batte con la 
disperazione delle avanguardie (4 %).” Ibid. 
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etc. 2) by the professors of the School of Architecture, Rome. 3) by the ‘lads’ of the now well-
known so-called rationalist polemic who have remained in the breach.”78  Del Debbio, Foschini 
and Morpurgo, all professors at the University of Rome, were his undoubted targets of the 
second group.  The “ragazzi” included Terragni-Vietti, Petrucci-Muratori-Tedeschi, and Libera 
(though he faulted his design’s central giant fasces as unnecessarily “showy”) (fig. 4.28).  Of all 
the projects, Bardi singled out the Gruppo Quadrante’s for being “the only project not yelling,”79 
a design of such refined, quiet abstraction that it had been admired by no less a critic than Walter 
Gropius when he visited the exhibition, he noted.  
The tenor of Bardi’s criticisms was amplified with a series of satirical photomontages of 
a type that he had used to devastating effect at the Second Exhibition of Rationalist Architecture 
(1931) with his Tavolo degli orrori (Panel of Horrors) that had pilloried the work of Piacentini, 
Brasini and Bazzani, the three Accademici d’Italia on the commission.  The first of these, Questo 
non lo permetteremo (This We Will Not Allow), presented a bird’s-eye view of the Via 
dell’Impero, the right hand side of the image showing the great Roman ruins stretched out 
between the Monument to Victor Emmanuel and the Colosseum (fig 4.29).  On the left, hovering 
ominously over and obscuring the site of the Palazzo Littorio, Bardi superimposed a grasping 
hand, presumably indicative of the rapacious, conservative architects whose designs would 
despoil the site, leaving a ponderous classical monumentalism as the hallmark of the Fascist era.  
The second, Ci sono errori? (Spot the Mistakes), parodied the puzzles in the magazine La 
Settimana Enigmistica by showing four of the most retardataire proposals upside down, 
including Mario Palanti’s “ship of state” design, and those by Francesco Iorio, Ferruccio Franco, 
                                                 
78 “Questi complessi sono capeggiati: 1) dai vari Coppedè, Palanti, Fasolo, ecc. 2) dai professori della 
Scuola superiore d’architettura di Roma. 3) dai ‘ragazzi’ dell’ormai nota polemica cosidetta razionalista rimasti in 
breccia.” Ibid.  
 
79 “. . . L’unico progetto che non strillava.” Ibid., 14.  
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and Ulisse Stacchini (fig. 4.30).  The third, Susanna ed i Vecchioni (Susanna and the Elders), 
depicted “the new architecture,” personified by Susanna, here seated on BBPR’s design, 
protecting her virtue against the predatory advances of the elders, that is, the aged members of 
the jury (fig. 4.31).  
 On 16 October 1934, just as these decidedly negative reviews were written and 
published, and while the exhibition was still running, the adjudicating committee met for a third 
time.  At the beginning of the meeting Boncompagni Ludovisi (the Governor of Rome) and 
Gioacchino Russo each presented to Starace a list of their favored designs.80  The members of 
the jury had evidently been asked to rank at least ten of the designs in order of preference at their 
previous meeting, and to meet in the interim to discuss the general criteria for making their 
decisions, especially with regards to the entrants’ compliance with the competition notice, 
though this meeting did not take place.  Russo, largely reining in his professional sympathies as 
the Secretary of the National Fascist Syndicate of Engineers, listed fourteen projects, of which 
six were by engineers rather than architects, although he did award first place to the engineer 
Giulio Gra.81  For his part, the Governor was most concerned with how the competitors had dealt 
with the entrance to Via Cavour which, as the competition rules stipulated, was to be spanned by 
an arch linking the Palazzo Littorio proper to an annex sitting just behind the Torre dei Conti.  
But having examined the site, Boncompagni Ludovisi concluded that this was not “una felice 
soluzione.”  Rather, it would be better to create one or two areas of greenery, he said, planted 
with tall trees, that would mediate between “the solemnity of Via dell’Impero and the banality of 
                                                 
 
80 BAUF, AMP, f. 81 (Francesco Boncompagni Ludovisi to Achille Starace, 16 October 1934).  
 
81 BAUF, AMP, f. 81 (List of 14 projects presented by Gioacchino Russo to Starace and the Commission).  
The projects he chose, in order of preference, were those by Giulio Gra, Mario Baciocchi, Vincenzo Fasolo, Mario 
Palanti, Italo Mancini, Cesare Pascoletti, Piero Barbieri, Augusto Gro, Ulisse Stacchini, Nicola Mosso, Giuseppe 
Vaccaro, Umberto and Giovanni Schellino, Ferruccio Franco, and Ugo Tarchi.  
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the buildings lining Via Cavour.”82  In terms of the individual projects, few of them presented 
“monumental architectural solutions tailored to a majestic and austere environment such as the 
Via dell’Impero; instead, for the most part, they were a series of reproductions of the modern 
Nordic style, which unfortunately is imported and utterly lacks monumental character.”83  And 
while some of the entries were notable either for their architectonic design, their massing, or for 
their carefully thought out plans, none of them fully and satisfactorily resolved the constraints of 
the competition brief, he argued.  Therefore, he recommended that a second competition be held, 
with a refined brief, limited to the best of the present entries.  He assigned first place to the 
project by the team of Del Debbio-Foschini-Morpurgo, assuming changes were made to its 
façade “to give it a more monumental character” (figs. 4.32-33).  To round out the group he 
thought should be invited to participate in a second phase, he listed Giuseppe Vaccaro, Bruno 
Ferrati, Italo Mancini, Gra, Oriolo Frezzotti, Palanti, and Umberto and Giovanni Schellino (figs. 
4.34-36).  With the exception of the latter, all of these were later included in the final selection of 
projects.   
As Maria Grazia Messina has observed, each of the Governor’s selections is 
characterized by a rigid alignment of the principal façade along the Via dell’Impero, thus 
marking a clear separation between it and the Monti neighborhood lying behind.84  In antiquity 
Monti was known as the Subura, a heavily populated, bustling quarter in which were also located 
                                                 
 
82 “E preferisco tale soluzione a quella dell’arco, non solo perchè a me sembra, che gli alberi nascondono 
meglio lo sfondo di Via Cavour, ma anche perchè mi sembra che possano costituire un’adatta soluzione di passaggio 
tra la solennità di Via dell’Impero e la banalità di quelle costruzioni fronteggianti la Via Cacour . . . .” BAUF, AMP, 
f. 81 (Francesco Boncompagni Ludovisi to Achille Starace, 16 October 1934).    
 
83 “Gli elaborati presentati, in massima parte,  non contemplano soluzioni architettoniche e monumentali 
adatte per un ambiente maestoso e severo come quello di Via dell’Impero, essendo essi, nella loro grande 
maggioranza, una riproduzione a serie di quel novecento nordico che purtroppo viene importato e che non ha alcun 
carattere di monumentalità.” Ibid.  
 




the houses of many prominent individuals, including Julius Caesar.  But in the 1920s it was often  
thought to be a hotbed of anarco-socialism and anti-Fascist sentiment, a belief that contributed to 
the unforgiving upheaval and transformation of the area through archaeological work and road 
building.  The Palazzo Littorio would thus be, through its sheer size and function, a powerful 
inducer of public order.  It would cut off that section of the city as surely as the massive ancient 
fire wall, which rises behind the Forum of Augustus to a height of almost 30 meters, did in 
antiquity.  But an equally likely explanation for the wish to separate firmly the Via dell’Impero 
from Monti lies in derisive attitudes toward the Via Cavour.  This contempt was put most 
trenchantly by Armando Brasini in December 1932, soon after Mussolini expressed his wish to 
see the Mostra della rivoluzione fascista and the national directorate of the PNF housed in a 
“costruzione modernamente monumentale” in Via dell’Impero was made public.  Writing in Il 
Tevere, Brasini called Via Cavour “a most ugly straight road . . . with mortuary carts trundling 
along it endlessly.”85  This line of thinking was elaborated a few months later by Alessandro 
Bacchiani, who wrote: 
Via Cavour is not . . . a masterpiece, but is . . . a notable thoroughfare in the city.  Given 
that we cannot remove it, we must improve it.  An initial improvement would be 
achieved through the amputation of the last stretch towards the Roman Forum.  Nobody 
will miss the floreal houses of the Parrucchieri, or the ill-famed hovels of Via del Lauro, 
Via della Croce Bianca and Via della Salara Vecchia.  A second improvement has been 
announced by the Governatorate.  When the demolition of the large houses that now 
stand at the road’s entrance has been seen to, along with the razing of the small houses to 
the left on Via Tor de’ Conti and the others between Via dei Pozzi and Via Tempio della 
Pace, we will have a piazza which will be linked to Largo delle Carrette.  The Torre dei 
Conti will tower over this large area.86 
                                                 
85 “. . . Un bruttissimo rettilineo . . . con la prospettiva dei carri mortuari che vi transitano interminabili.” 
Quoted in Italo Insolera and Francesco Perego, Storia moderna dei Fori di Roma (Rome: Laterza, 1999), 164. 
 
86 “Via Cavour non è . . . un capolavoro, ma è . . . un’arteria notevole dell’Urbe. Poiché non è dato 
sopprimerla, vediamo di migliorarla. Un primo miglioramento è ottenuto con l’amputazione dell’ultimo tratto verso 
il Foro Romano. Niuno rimpiangerà le floreali case dei Parrucchieri, la malfamate casupole di via del Lauro, della 
Croce Bianca, della Salara Vecchia. Un secondo miglioramento è annunziato dal Governatorato. Quando si sarà 
posto mano all’abbattimento delle grandi case, che ora stanno all’ingresso, e poi saranno demolite le casette di via 
Tor de’ Conti a sinistra e le altre tra via dei Pozzi e via Tempio della Pace, avremo un piazzale che si congiungera 
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Via Cavour was thus disparaged as a symbol of the despised Liberal era, the mediocre analogue 
to the quintessential street of Fascist rapidity, the Via dell’Impero.  To Antonio Muñoz, Via 
Cavour encapsulated the worst tendencies of nineteenth-century bourgeois academicism.  It was 
“one of the most squalid streets of the new city,” a road of “identical buildings, with pretentious 
stucco façades; a monotony of sizes and styles; poverty masked by the pretense of architectural 
composition.”87  By contrast, the Via dell’Impero was “first and foremost a magnificent modern 
road, beautiful for its breadth, for the breathing room provided by open spaces along its sides, for 
the picturesque, irregular situation and height of the hills that tower over it from near and far, the 
Capitoline, the Quirinal, the Palatine, and the Velia . . . .”88  In this sense then, the location of the 
Palazzo Littorio with its archway bridging Via Cavour, was motivated by a desire to screen off 
the Fascist and the ancient city from the inauthentic eclecticism of Via Cavour, a road so at odds 
with Fascism’s self-conception.  In the words of the competition brief, the façade of the Palazzo 
Littorio, together with the gateway spanning Via Cavour, was intended “to create a visual limit 
to the monumental area consisting of the Via dell’Impero together with the vestiges of the 
Imperial Fora.”89        
It was at this third meeting of the jury that the differences of opinion and taste among the 
members of the commission were most fully voiced, though the clipped accounting provided by 
the minutes communicates only a part of what was evidently a rancorous discussion.  Bazzani 
                                                                                                                                                             
con il largo delle Carrette.  In questa ampia area dominerà la torre dei Conti.” Alessandro Becchiani, Il Piccolo, 7 
February 1933, quoted in Insolera and Perego, Storia moderna dei Fori di Roma, 165. 
 
87 “A noi sembra oggi una delle più squallide strade della città nuova; edifici tutti uguali, dalle pretensiose 
facciate di stucco; monotonia di proporzioni e di stile; povertà mascherata sotto pretese di composizioni 
architettoniche.” Antonio Muñoz, Roma di Mussolini (Rome: Treves, 1935), 171.  
 
88 “. . . Anzitutto e soprattutto una magnifica strada moderna, bella per la sua ampiezza, per il largo respiro 
che le danno gli aperti spazi laterali, per la pittoresca irregolare posizione e altimetria delle colline che sovrastano da 
vicino e da lontano, il Campidoglio, il Quirinale, il palatino e la Velia . . . .” Ibid., 203.  
 
89 “. . . Creare un limite visuale alla zona monumentale di Via dell’Impero in unione con la vestigia dei Fori 
Imperiali.” “Bando del concorso,” in “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, Architettura 13 (1934): 4. 
193 
 
took a harder line than the Governor, complaining that none of the projects stood out for their 
extraordinary quality or artistic merit, and consequently he argued that a second competition 
should be held with a completely rewritten brief.  Echoing the sentiments of some of the harsher 
critics in the press, he suggested that the principal problem was in the combination of utilitarian 
offices with the “monumental” part of the Palazzo; these should be strictly separated.  To this 
criticism Piacentini took exception, saying that on the contrary the competition had been a great 
success.  One had only to listen to the comments of the visitors to the exhibit, or to “the 
unanimous voice of the press,” he said, which claimed that “this competition has not only given 
rise to an exhaustive demonstration of Italian architectural strength, but it also presents a 
magnificent and copious mass of ideas and solutions to the proposed theme.”90  The theme of the 
competition was to design a Palazzo that had “all the attributes of monumentality,” all the while 
meeting the “practical requirements of its function.”91  It was simply not true that no competitors 
had resolved this particular issue, he argued, suggesting that the projects by the modernists 
Carminati-Lingeri-Saliva-Terragni-Vietti, Ettore Rossi and Mario Ridolfi, and Luigi Moretti, did 
just that (figs. 4.37).  His final point was that, for legal and practical reasons, the competition 
brief must be respected “at all costs.”92  The Governor concurred, as did Russo, Muñoz, and 
Calza Bini, who added that he was sure that amongst the projects could be found “the elements 
                                                 
 
90 “. . . Questo concorso non solo dato luogo ad una esauriente dimostrazione delle forze architettoniche 
italiane, ma presentato una magnifica e copiosa messe di idee e di soluzioni per il tema proposta.” BAUF, AMP, f. 
81 ( “Commissione giudicatrice del concorso nazionale per il palazzo del littorio. Riunione del 16 Ottobre 
1934.XII,” 1-2).  
 
91 “. . . Tutti gli attributi della monumentalità, ma nello stesso tempo corrispondente alle esigenze pratiche 
della sua funzione.” Ibid., 2.  
 
92 The minutes do not make Piacentini’s point absolutely clear here. The competition regulations included a 
clause that allowed for the organization of a second competition should the committee be unable to “determine a 
project to be decisively preeminent over the others, while finding notable quality in a certain number of the 




for the formation of the definitive project.”93  However, Brasini supported Bazzani, calling for 
changes to the program that would separate the functional from the monumental, adding that he 
was also concerned with the effect the illuminated office windows of the palazzo would have in 
the middle of the ancient monuments.  It was again Piacentini who most forcefully expressed his 
disagreement, saying that “an illuminated Palazzo will be a sign of life and of vitality which 
cannot but fit well into the Via dell’Impero, which is bordered by grandiose but deserted and 
lifeless monuments.”94  The impasse was broken by Starace, who took Piacentini’s position, 
adding that while a second competition to include the best projects could be sanctioned, it was 
the commission’s task to “make a selection and to prepare the work that the Duce alone 
eventually will judge.”95  Following this statement, the commission began another round of 
elimination, removing “per mediocrità” a further forty-two projects from contention, leaving 
twenty-nine.  On the evening of 18 October the commission met again, eliminating another four 
projects (Moretti, the group of Levi Montalcini-Cuzzi-Pifferi, Pica, and Tedesco-Rocca-Aliosio), 
and dividing the remaining twenty-five into three “gradi di merito,” to be presented to Mussolini 
for his ultimate arbitration.96  Again Del Debbio, Morpurgo and Foschini were given first place, 
followed by Vaccaro and then De Renzi.97   
                                                 
93 “. . . Gli elementi per la formazione del progetto definitivo.” BAUF, AMP, f. 81 (“Commissione 
giudicatrice del concorso nazionale per il palazzo del littorio. Riunione del 16 Ottobre 1934.XII,” 2). 
 
94 “. . . Un Palazzo illuminato sarà un segno di vita e di animazione che non potrà se non star bene nella Via 
dell’Impero, che è circoscritta tra monumenti grandiosi ma deserti e inanimati.” Ibid., 3. 
 
95 “In fondo la Commissione deve ora compiere una selezione e preparare il lavoro che soltanto il Duce 
finirà per giudicare.” Ibid., 4. 
  
96 At some point between this meeting and 29 December, Moretti, after having been eliminated, was added 
to the second group, and Torres was moved from the third to the second. It is not clear what or who prompted this 
significant alteration. Tim Benton suggests that the inclusion of Moretti was part of a deal that saw Torres, whose 
monumental project would presumably have been liked by Brasini and Bazzani, elevated to the second category.  
See Tim Benton, “Il concorso per il palazzo del Littorio, 1934-1937,” in Luigi Moretti: Razionalismo e 




No indication is given in the documents of the criteria that led to the choices that were 
made, nor is it clear what membership of a particular group signified.  It seems likely that the 
first group was made up of those projects that all members of the jury could agree on, though the 
tantalizing absence of the debate that brought about this conclusion leaves unanswered important 
details about the jurors’ preferences.  The fact that these three designs hew closely to Piacentini’s 
stripped, vaguely classical style of the University City is understandable given the tastes of the 
architects on the jury.  The second group was most likely those that were not agreed upon 
unanimously (it contains the most traditionalist and the most modernist of the remaining 
designs), and the third, those that were forcefully championed by one or two of the jurors.98  Of 
course, it is possible that the third group was added to give Mussolini a more representative 
sample of the whole from which to choose, the three groups together forming a fair guide to the 
formal panorama that divided the Italian architectural establishment in the early 1930s.  
A clearer sense of Piacentini’s personal assessment of the projects was presented in a 
special issue of the journal of the architects’ syndicate, Architettura, of October 1934, in which 
he introduced and analyzed forty-three of the entries.99  To Piacentini, the range of designs in the 
competition fulfilled a prediction he had made in Architettura d’oggi, his handbook of 1930 that 
reviewed the field of contemporary European architecture to assess whether a universal 
                                                                                                                                                             
97 BAUF, AMP, f. 81 (“Commissione giudicatrice del concorso nazionale per il palazzo del Littorio, 
riunione del 18 Ottobre 1934.XII”). The second group included, in order of preference, the following nine projects: 
Libera, Carminati-Lingeri-Saliva-Terragni-Vietti, Ridolfi-Cafiero-Rossi-La Padula, Samonà, Rapisardi, Fasolo, Del 
Giudice, Frezzotti, Palanti. The third group, by order of preference, was composed of the projects by: Ferrati, 
Brunati-Simoncini, Gra, Mancini, Lombardi-Vetriani-Perosino-Kambo, Bacciocchi, Pascoletti, Cro, Nori, Torres, 
Ponti, Petrucci (of the G.U.F.), and Nordio-Cervi. Some of these groups submitted more than one proposal (for 
example, Del Debbio-Foschini-Morpurgo, and Vietti-Carminati-Lingeri-Terragni-Saliva) and although no indication 
is given as to which of the designs was selected, it is clear from the final list that both schemes passed to the next 
stage at this time. A summary of the elimination rounds and the division into three groups is also contained in ACS, 
PNF, Direttorio Nazionale, Serie II, b. 1504, f. “Lavori sede littoria, settembre 42.”   
 
98 It is remarkable, for instance, that four of the thirteen in the third group (Gra, Bacciocchi, Pascoletti, and 
Cro) had been on Russo’s preliminary list.   
 
99 “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special number, Architettura 13 (1934). 
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“architecture of today” could be discerned.100  There he criticized the “intransigent rationalists” 
for failing to understand that architecture must answer spiritual as much as technical or material 
requirements, and concluded that the aim of Italian architecture should be to “accept that which 
is universal and that which corresponds to contemporary society from the artistic movements of 
Europe, grafting on to this our own distinctive features and making allowances for the particular 
requirements of our climate.”101  The Palazzo Littorio competition entries fulfilled this prophecy, 
he wrote, and provided evidence of the “comprehensiveness and maturity of the new Italian 
architecture,” that was both modern and characteristically Italian.102  In contrast to the 
architecture of Germany and Russia, which had at one time been devoted to the “most 
courageous modernity” but was now “showing signs of disorientation and weariness,” the Italian 
movement, having started more slowly and surely, was closer “to clearly and fittingly 
representing our era.”103     
                                                 
 
100 Marcello Piacentini, Architettura d’oggi (Rome: Paolo Cremonese, 1930). This short, well-illustrated 
text should be considered a parochial counterpart to Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson’s The 
International Style: Architecture since 1922 (1932), albeit one that included a more ecumenical selection, 
juxtaposing works of a kind Hitchcock called the New Tradition (e.g., Paul Bonatz’s Stuttgart station) with such 
avant-garde icons as Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret’s Maison La Roche.  
 
101 “Ammettere quanto vi ha di universale, di corrispondente alla civiltà contemporanea, nei movimenti 
artistici europei, innestandovi le nostre peculiari caratteristiche e tenendo presenti le nostre speciali esigenze di 
clima.” Ibid., 63.  
 
102 “. . . La completezza e la maturità della nuova Architettura Italiana.” Marcello Piacentini, “Il concorso 
nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in Via dell’Impero,” in 
“Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, Architettura 13 (1934): 3. 
 
103 “. . . Da noi . . . il movimento architettonico, iniziatosi più lentamente, è più sano, più sicuro e prossimo 
a rappresentare chiaramente e degnamente l’epoca nostra.” Ibid. There was a widespread feeling amongst Italian 
architects by the beginning of the 1930s that they now stood at the forefront of revolutionary architectural practice, 
in the breach once filled by the Russians. Edoardo Persico wrote in 1932 that Moscow had become, “the Mecca for 
an architecture of a new formalism that by now must be denounced as one of the gravest dangers for architecture of 
this era.” Edoardo Persico, “Architetti a Mosca,” La Casa Bella (September 1932), quoted in Diane Ghirardo, 
“Politics of a Masterpiece: The Vicenda of the Decoration of the Façade of the Casa del Fascio, Como, 1936-39,” 




In his review of the selected works, Piacentini claimed that the order of their presentation 
in the journal’s pages was impartial and random, though the eight projects illustrated on the 
cover might reasonably be interpreted as his favorites (fig. 4.38).  At the head of the page he 
placed Project A of Del Debbio-Foschini-Morpurgo, followed by Ridolfi-Cafiero-La Padula-
Rossi, Vaccaro, De Renzi, Terragni-Vietti Project A, Ortensi-Pouchain, Petrucci-Muratori-
Tedeschi (the Gruppo Universitario Fascista dell’Urbe / GUF), and Aloisio-Rocca—all but three 
of these were among the final group of fourteen selected by the jury and Mussolini.104  In 
addition, of the first sixteen projects he describes, no less than thirteen of them were selected for 
the second-round competition.105  After stating that the collected works offered an overview of 
the present state of Italian architecture, he then listed the criteria followed by the jury in making 
their selection.  Rather than matters of aesthetics and technique, Piacentini listed first “urbanistic 
criteria,” specifically the handling of traffic in the area of the Imperial Fora, and then the 
“capacity of the interior spaces, and then of the streets, of the squares and of the adjacent areas in 
general to accommodate rallies and parades; and the siting of the aforementioned areas in 
relation to the building, especially in relation to the position of the arengario within it.”106  Next 
came the “visibility of the building from the most important vantage points of the area,”107 and 
the way in which the architects handled the functional differentiation of the constitutive elements 
of the Palazzo (MRF and Sacrario, the Duce’s rooms and arengario, the offices of the Party 
                                                 
104 The project by the team of Del Debbio-Foschini-Morpurgo was also given pride of place in the journal 
Rassegna di Architettura. See “Il concorso pel Palazzo del Littorio,” Rassegna di Architettura 6, no. 8-9 (1934): 
475-509. 
  
105 This observation is made by Benton, “Il concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” 107.  
 
106 “Capacità degli spazi liberi interni, e poi delle vie, piazze ed in genere delle zone limitrofe, ad accogliere 
le adunate e le sfilate stesse; ed ubicazione delle suddette zone in confronto dell’edificio e specialmente in rapporto 
alla posizione in esso offerta all’arengario.” Marcello Piacentini, “Criteri di esposizione della materia nel presente 
volume,” in “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, Architettura 13 (1934): 8.    
 
107 “Criteri di visibilità dell’edificio dai più importanti punti di vista della zona.” Ibid. 
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directorate, etc.).  Somewhat surprisingly, given the evident importance of the relationship 
between the building and the archaeological zone, only at the end of the list did Piacentini 
mention this criterion, along with the building’s capacity “to conceal from view from the Via 
dell’Impero the disordered area behind it,” while allowing for “the complete visibility of the 
Colosseum from Piazza Venezia.”108  As Maria Grazia Messina argues, the functional principles 
according to which the building was to fit in its site, especially the handling of the Duce’s 
arengario and its relationship to the assembled masses below, superseded any consideration of 
the building’s relation to the monumental remains of antiquity that had so concerned Pagano.109   
The final selection of twenty-five, a compromise arrived at after some weeks of work, 
was to be imperiously undercut by dictatorial fiat.  Mussolini, accompanied by Starace, visited 
the exhibition in Palazzo degli Esame on 12 November to review the projects, and on 29 
December assembled the jury in Palazzo Venezia for their final, definitive meeting.  At the 
conclusion of their conclave, and just over a year after the competition had first been announced, 
fourteen projects were chosen for a second-round competition.  Mussolini’s voice was the 
deciding one and, even though his choice followed in part the commission’s earlier 
recommendations, it is hard not to see the debate in the press (as well as within the commission 
itself) as cover for a fait accompli.  Il Duce’s choice of the victor was clear.  At the top of a 
numbered list (and in accord with the commission’s favorite) was the Del Debbio-Foschini-
Morpurgo scheme, and there followed, separated by a line, his eight other choices: Vaccaro, De 
Renzi, Duilio Torres, Rapisardi, Moretti, Palanti, Rossi-Ridolfi-Cafiero-La Padula, and Frezzotti.  
                                                 
 
108 “Conformazione delle suddette masse in vista di consentire alle altre condizioni espresse dal bando di 
concorso, e specialmente a quelle che si riferiscono all’opportunità di celare l’incomposta zona retrostante alla 
visibilità dalla Via dell’Impero, ed a quelle che esigono la completa visibilità del Colosseo da Piazza Venezia.” Ibid.  
 




To this list, the commission added five more: Libera, Carminati-Lingeri-Saliva-Terragni-Vietti, 
Samonà, Fasolo, and Del Giudice-Folin-Errera (fig. 4.39).110  Given Piacentini’s vocal support of 
modernists during earlier commission meetings, it is likely that it was he who agitated for the 
addition of the first three groups (Fasolo, and Del Giudice-Folin-Errera, as traditionalists, might 
have been championed by another), but it is also a sign of the stalemate within the commission 
that led to the failure to make a definitive decision.  Significantly, without this last-minute 
recommendation the most well-known of the Palazzo Littorio proposals—the Vietti-Terragni 
group Project A—would have been excluded.  Mussolini, only months after he had announced 
his unequivocal support for modern architecture, chose a neutral academic design that, rather 
than being unabashedly classical and traditionalist, was Neo-Renaissance in idiom and shared the 
severe monumentality of Piacentini’s Rettorato and Foschini’s Propylaea at Rome’s University 
City.       
While the list of the fourteen projects may have been a compromise, even so astute a 
critic as Persico hailed the outcome as a qualified success:  
The eclecticism of the fourteen projects selected for a second stage competition by the 
Palazzo Littorio judging commission represents an appeal to the best strengths of Italian 
architecture.  The good sense of this judgment confirms the predictions that we at 
Casabella made in the days following the exhibition of projects.  We felt that a second 
stage competition should be held, and listed the ten best works of the competition.  
Among the names admitted to the second stage are Carminati, Lingeri, Saliva, Terragni, 
Vietti, Nizzoli and Sironi; Foschini, Morpurgo and Del Debbio; Libera; Ridolfi, Cafiero, 
La Padula and Rossi.  Since we singled out these architects ourselves, we are happy the 
jury agrees. Four out of fourteen: we may be satisfied with that, and we await the next 
round.111  
                                                 
110 ACS, PNF, Direttorio Nazionale, Serie II, b. 1504, f. “Nuovo Palazzo Littorio, Roma, Concorso 
1937.XV” (“Progetti prescelti dal Duce” and “Progetti aggiunti dalla Commissione a quelli prescelti dal DUCE ed 
esposti a Palazzo Venezia”). 
 
111 “I quattordici progetti designati per una seconda gara dalla Commissione giudicatrice del concorso per il 
Palazzo Littorio rappresentano, nell’eclettismo della scelta, un appello alle forze migliori dell’architettura italiana. Il 
criterio di questo giudizio conferma le previsioni che Casabella aveva fatto all’indomani della mostra dei progetti. 
Avevamo ritenuto opportuna la gara di secondo grado, e indicato una decina di opere come le migliori del concorso. 
Fra i nomi degli ammessi alla seconda gara figurano Carminati, Lingeri, Saliva, Terragni, Vietti, Nizzoli e Sironi; 
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He was quick to add, however, two flaws that he felt as a critic he was duty-bound to point out.  
The first of these was, following Pagano, the insoluble problems with the “sistemazione 
urbanistica.”  The second limitation, and the more important in terms of the competition as a 
barometer of architectural taste, was the circumscribed range of chosen projects.  If these 
fourteen were to be understood as “un bilancio dell’architettura italiana,” then the results failed 
to give due place to “il panorama del gusto nuovo.”  By eliminating BBPR-Danusso-Figini-
Pollini, Cuzzi, Cosenza, the GUF group, Montuori-Piccinato, Pica, Ponti, and Nordio—
interpreted by Persico as among the purest expressions of modern architectural form—the judges 
had hamstrung the capacity of the competition to give full definition to a contemporary Italian 
style.  This even as the jury made room for Palanti’s “anti European and anti modern” project, 
one that represented to Persico the worst rhetorical excesses of retrograde architecture.   
Even though Mussolini had strongly indicated his personal preference, he nevertheless 
assiduously avoided declaring an outright victor, leaving to the architectural and engineering 
professions the task of determining which of the sparring contemporary stylistic tendencies was 
best suited to represent Fascism in the ancient heart of Rome.  A study of a selection of the 
premiated projects shows that in the designers’ attempts to reconcile the Roman past with the 
Fascist present, strict stylistic orthodoxy gave way to compromise, cross-pollination, and stylistic 
blurring.  All the architects faced the challenging task of giving definition to a state 
architecture—a nuovo stile littorio—that negotiated the relationship between the old and the new 
and attempted to reconcile the apparently paradoxical demands of the regime to be grounded 
                                                                                                                                                             
Foschini, Morpurgo e Del Debbio; Libera; Ridolfi, Cafiero, La Padula e Rossi: anche noi abbiamo puntato su questi 
architetti, la giuria ci ha dato dunque ragione. Quattro su quattordici: potremmo essere soddisfatti, ed attendere il 
nuovo giudizio.” E. Persico, “Nota sul concorso,” Casabella (January 1935) in Veronesi, Edoardo Persico, 152-53. 
The editors of Rassegna di Architettura likewise judged the competition a successful expression of the strength of 
Italian architecture: “Se invece, prescindendo dal tema, consideriamo i risultati come una prova generale della nostra 
architettura, dobbiamo riconoscere che, senza dubbio la prova è riuscita sodisfacente . . . .” “Il concorso per palazzo 
del littorio,” Rassegna di Architettura 6 (1934): 476. 
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simultaneously in the imperishable myth of romanità and in the modern world.  The architects’ 
designs ranged from the grossest literalism to the most rarefied abstraction or, to put it another 
way, from specific to symbolic recuperation of the past, in the attempt to conflate the Rome of 
Mussolini with the Rome of the Caesars. 
     
Towards a Nuovo Stile Littorio: Ancient and Modern along the Via dell’Impero 
Just as the Palazzo Littorio competition can be said to function as a barometer of 
architectural taste in Fascist Italy,112 a measure of the range of architectural possibilities 
available at the time, the Gruppo Quadrante’s design exemplifies the apotheosis of Rationalist 
aesthetics and monumental Purism, the extreme edge of uncompromising functionalism (fig. 
4.40).113  Like all the other Rationalist architects, the team of BBPR-Danusso-Figini-Pollini was 
confronted with the challenge of proving the suitability of modernist form for representative state 
architecture while still meeting the demands of romanità.  Writing in the report (relazione) 
                                                 
112 Thomas L. Schumacher, Surface and Symbol: Giuseppe Terragni and the Architecture of Italian 
Rationalism (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1991), 176. 
 
113 For a typological analysis of the Palazzo Littorio entries, see Marco Lecis, Il paesaggio dei fori e gli 
architetti moderni: Progetti per il Palazzo littorio, Roma 1934 (Florence: AIÓN, 2009), 154-80. Accounts of the 
competition appear in: Paul Baxa, Roads and Ruins: The Symbolic Landscape of Fascist Rome (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2010), 101-20; Tim Benton, “Rome Reclaims its Empire,” in Art and Power: Europe Under the 
Dictators 1930-45, comp. Dawn Ades et al. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1995), 120-29; Fabrizio Brunetti, 
Architetti e fascismo (Florence: Alinea, 1993), 253-76; Carlo Cresti, Architettura e fascismo (Florence: Vallecchi, 
1986), 176-88; Giorgio Ciucci, Gli architetti e il fascismo: Architettura e città 1922-1944 (Turin: Einaudi, 1989), 
139-47; Dennis Doordan, Building Modern Italy: Italian Architecture 1914-1936 (New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 1988), 134-37; Richard A. Etlin, Modernism in Italian Architecture, 426-34; Emilio Gentile, 
The Sacralization of Politics in Fascist Italy, trans. Keith Botsford (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 
121-31; originally published as Il culto del littorio: La sacralizzazione della politica nell’Italia fascista (Rome: 
Laterza, 1993); Flavia Marcello, “The Politics of Place: Citing and Re-siting the Palazzo Littorio, Mussolini’s New 
Fascist Party Headquarters in Rome,” Architectural Theory Review 12, no. 2 (2007): 146-72; Maria Grazia Messina, 
“L’orma fermata nella pietra”; Carol Rusche, “Ancient and Modern: The Palazzo del Littorio Competition,” 
Architecture Today 3 (1989): 30-33; Carol Rusche, “Progetto di concorso di primo grado per il Palazzo del Littorio a 
Roma. Progetti A e B,” in Giuseppe Terragni: Opera omnia, ed. Giorgio Ciucci (Milan: Electa, 1996), 437-42; and 
Massimo Zammerini, Concorso per il Palazzo Littorio (Turin: Testo & Immagine, 2002). The Gruppo Quadrante 
entries are the subject of Rifkind, The Battle for Modernism, 131-67. The Vietti-Terragni group competition entries 
are closely examined in Thomas Schumacher, Surface and Symbol, 173-88. Luigi Moretti’s designs are the subject 




accompanying their designs, the team defined their objective: “To create an entirely new work 
responding to the sentiments of a new aesthetic, one that has a Fascist ‘content,’ and that inhabits 
its preexisting setting without servility and without presumption, but with courage.”114  This they 
achieved, according to Carlo Belli in his introduction to the project in Quadrante, producing a 
“classical expression of purity, an equilibrium of rhythms, an uncompromising portrait of the 
era.”115  While other entrants made emphatic formal gestures towards the scenically arranged 
Roman remains along the Via dell’Impero, the Gruppo Quadrante elected instead to emphasize 
harmonious “classical” proportions and rhythms.  Within the boundaries of the awkward 
triangular site, the Gruppo Quadrante laid out atop a seven-meters-high plinth faced in opus 
incertum a series of discrete architectural elements each of which, following strict Rationalist 
logic, corresponded to a separate primary function (fig. 4.41).  This functional disarticulation of 
parts is a characteristic of a number of modernist entries (such as those by Gio Ponti, Cuzzi-Levi 
Montalcini-Pifferi, and Project A by the Terragni-Vietti team), distinguishing them from the 
often unitary conception of the traditionalists.  The three main volumes, each aligned with the 
Via dell’Impero, and a fourth at the apex of the triangular lot, were located to touch the 
boundaries of the site, leaving space for gatherings of fifteen thousand people to hear the 
speeches of the Duce.  The smallest, but most prominent, unit in the composition housed the 
Sacrario dei Caduti, a high cubic mass faced with stone.  Inside of this religious space, the altar 
was bathed in light admitted through the glazed side walls and a skylight.  This light was 
                                                 
114 “Creare un’opera integralmente nuova rispondente ai sentimenti di un estetica nuova, che abbia un 
‘contenuto’ fascista e si ambienti senza servilità e senza presunzione, ma con coraggio, nel quadro preesistente.” 
Gruppo Quadrante, “Relazione al Progetto del Palazzo del Littorio,” Quadrante, no. 16-17 (1934): 17. The report 
was also published as Gian Luigi Banfi et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio e della 
Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in Roma (Milan: Società G. Modiano, 1934). 
 
115 “Lo spirito e la sostanza di un'opera tanto elevata come questa sono infatti già inclusi nella visione che 
della casa Littoria offriamo qui sotto, classica espressione di purezza, compiuto equilibrio di ritmi, intransigente 
ritratto dell'epoca.” Carlo Belli, “Atti di fede,” Quadrante, no. 16-17 (1934): 10. 
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reflected from colored mosaics and the polished travertine walls, “creating a warm and cozy 
evocative atmosphere” (fig. 4.42).116  The arengario, a long balcony that ran low along the 
length of the principal façade, allowed the Duce and other Party hierarchs to review parades 
along the Via dell’Impero.  A bridge linked the block to the Palazzo Littorio itself, containing the 
Party offices and, at its center, Mussolini’s suite of rooms.  This was a long glazed volume, 
thirty-meters high, faced with deep layers of brise-soleil, that accentuated its horizontality.  In 
front of the Palazzo stood the building housing the MRF, a temple-like glazed box surrounded by 
a colonnade of paired pilotis which supported a vestigial classical entablature.  Together these 
three architectural units framed the piazza d’onore (square of honor), an open court for mass 
gatherings standing directly across from the apsidal swelling in the flank of the Basilica of 
Maxentius, a space punctuated by an equestrian statue of Mussolini, proclaiming his command 
while unmistakably recalling the statue of Marcus Aurelius at the center of Michelangelo’s 
Campidoglio scheme (fig. 4.43).  Through the use of steel, glass, and concrete, the team achieved 
a synthesis of modern materiality and distilled classical form of a type that Le Corbusier would 
praise in his visit to Rome in 1936.  As the architects put it, “The absolute mathematical 
relationships that have dictated the laws of the pyramids, of the Parthenon and of the Colosseum, 
will tie together the masses of the Palazzo del Littorio with a constant module.  The lyricism that 
is born from the masterly combination of homogeneous masses, the aesthetic exaltation of order, 
is the primary rule governing our design of the palace of Fascism.”117  They saw the harmonious 
relationship between the individual elements as an extension of the ideal prototypes of ancient 
                                                 
 
116 “. . . Un ambiente suggestivo caldo e raccolto.” Gruppo Quadrante, “Relazione al Progetto del Palazzo 
del Littorio,” 25. 
 
117 “I rapporti matematici assoluti che hanno dettato le leggi delle piramidi, del partenone e del colosseo, 
legheranno fra loro con modulo costante le masse del palazzo del littorio. Il lirismo che nasce dall’accostamento 
sapiente di masse unitarie è l’esaltazione estetica dell’ordine, norma prima della concezione del palazzo per il 
fascismo.”  Ibid., 14. 
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architecture.  The long rectangular Palazzo Littorio evoked the size and shape of the remaining 
north aisle of the Basilica of Maxentius without aping its materials or massiveness, just as the 
cylindrical auditorium at the back of the site subtly suggested the Colosseum, thereby creating 
through proximity a harmonious fusion of complementary meanings (fig. 4.44).  Yet the rarefied 
symbolism led to the project’s exclusion from the group of winners,  “not because the Fascist 
hierarchy was categorically against modern architecture,” Thomas Schumacher argues, “but 
rather because a building of such abstract design, lacking as it did a clear symbolic reading of its 
function, did not adequately carry the hierarchical message.”118 
Whereas the BBPR team made of the Palazzo a serene, almost Platonic, study of pure 
forms set back from the surrounding city on its high plinth, others sought monumental 
contextualism through the direct quotation of formal and decorative motifs of nearby ancient 
buildings.  At the other end of the stylistic spectrum from the Gruppo Quadrante’s design, to cite 
just a handful of the unpremiated entries among many, one can mention Bartoli and Brunati’s 
scheme that, in elevation, looks like nothing so much as a restoration of the Domus Augustana 
on the Palatine, in particular the impressive, austere and severe brick-faced concrete wing of the 
palace complex constructed under Septimius Severus that looks over the Circus Maximus (fig. 
4.45).119  Adolfo Coppedè’s curious Art Deco, pseudo-classical concoction featured a gargantuan 
Pantheon-like dome as its central element (Pagano called it “a building more monstrous that the 
                                                 
 
118 Schumacher, Surface and Symbol, 178. 
 
119 It is a curious coincidence that the Domus Augustana was in this period being excavated by Alfonso 
Bartoli, a student of Rodolfo Lanciani and since 1925 director of the Palatine (see Ronald T. Ridley, “Augusti 
Manes volitant per auras: The Archaeology of Rome under the Fascists,” Xenia 11 [1986]: 26). I have been unable 
to determine whether the two Bartolis are related, or indeed if it was Alfonso himself who helped design this 
competition entry. This is a distinct possibility, as Alfonso Bartoli was also a Professor of Roman Topography at the 
University of Rome between 1929 and 1933. 
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castle of Zoagli”),120 as did, among numerous others, Brunati and Simonici’s scheme (figs. 4.8 
and 4.46).  Giovanni Crescini’s project, one of the most preposterous and wildly genuflectic to 
Mussolini of the competition, proposed a façade aligned along the Via dell’Impero whose upper 
register rested on axe-shaped supports, and which was decorated ponderously with deep 
octagonal coffering of the type found in the vaults of the Basilica of Maxentius (fig. 4.47).  On a 
raised base, standing before the center of the composition, Crescini placed a colossal, nude statue 
of Mussolini, one arm thrust towards the Colosseum, a second raised in mid throw, grasping the 
fasces stylized into the shape of an airplane, on which the she-wolf suckles Romulus and Remus 
(!).  As Crescini explained, in plan the Palazzo took the form of a wedge, a metaphor for the 
plow “with which the first farmer of Italy, Benito Mussolini, the new Romulus, marks out the 
sacred furrow of the new Via dell’Impero.”121  Such brazen symbolism and ludicrous pretension 
required no exegetical skill on the part of the observer to make the sought for parallels between 
the old and the new, but its unctuous flattery of Mussolini, deified in stone, would have been 
considered too galling to the other Party hierarchs such as Starace and Marinelli, even if the 
design were not so absurdly contrived.    
But to describe these extreme ends of the stylistic spectrum (all of which were ultimately 
unpremiated) might give the false impression that the traditionalist architects consciously 
emulated the forms of the surrounding Roman monuments, while the modernists willfully 
dismissed them as references.  In fact, the stylistic divide is bridged by recourse to connotation, 
                                                 
 
120 “. . . Una fabbrica più mostruosa del castello di Zoagli.” Pagano, “Il consorso per il palazzo del littorio,” 
Casabella, no. 82 (1934): 6. Pagano is referring to the Castle of Sem Benelli (1914) in Zoagli on the Ligurian coast, 
a fantastical pastiche designed by Gian Giuseppe Mancini for Sem Benelli (1877-1949), a poet and libbretist of sub-
D’Annuncian flair. 
 
121 “Ne è risultato un grande palazzo dalla forma a cuneo, e dalla proiezione iconografica di un immenso 
aratro col quale il primo contadino d'Italia, Benito Mussolini, novello Romolo, traccia il solco sacro della nuova via 




as an examination of a selection of the premiated projects shows, even if the jury largely 
eliminated from contention examples of stylistic radicalism.  Adalberto Libera, whose 
unassailable modernist credentials included membership of the Gruppo 7 as well as a stint as 
Secretary General of the Movimento italiano per l’architettura razionale (MIAR, Italian 
Movement for Rational Architecture), produced a Janus-faced design that looked simultaneously 
to the Fascist future and the Roman past.  He made use of all the techniques of architectural 
syncretism that, with Mario De Renzi, he earlier applied to the acclaimed design of the façade of 
the Mostra della rivoluzione fascista in 1932, which was itself the very essence of architectural 
modernist traditionalism.  For the Palazzo Littorio he again produced a kind of streamlined 
classicism, forcefully expressed in the two main elements of the composition through form and 
color: a vast sweeping hemicycle to house the necessary offices of the Party and its subsidiary 
organizations, and an immense, storiated torre littoria (lictorial tower) in the shape of the fasces, 
sitting on axis to create a point of visual gravity, echoing Bernini’s placement of the Augustan 
obelisk in the square before St. Peter’s (fig. 4.48).  The torre littoria was an architectural element 
borrowed from the typology of the medieval town hall, which the regime had adopted as a 
symbol of its power and dominance.  As Libera wrote, “I thought that the symbol had to be a 
symbol, and the office building utilitarian.  I have therefore adopted the most typical type of 
building for the offices . . . .  I then placed a fasces with bas reliefs, representing the plastic value 
of the obelisk.  The two values, the utilitarian and the symbolic, can also be identified by the 
contrast between the horizontality and the verticality of the two parts.”122  The vast concave 
                                                 
 
122 “Ho pensato che il simbolo ha da essere un simbolo e l’edificio per uffici un edificio utilitario. Ho perciò 
adottato il tipo più caratteristico del corpo di fabbrica per uffici e l’ho in girato in curva per le suaccennate ragioni; 
ho poi piazzato un fascio istoriato a bassorilievi, avente il valore plastico dell’obelisco. I due valore l’utilitario ed il 
simbolico si individuano anche con il contrasto tra l’orizzontalità e la verticalità delle due parti.” BAUF, ARP, f. 
464, Adalberto Libera, “Relazione al progetto elaborato dall’architetto Libera per il Concorso bandito dal P.N.F. per 
il Palazzo del Littorio in Via dell’Impero,” 3-4. 
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sweep of the office block echoed the form of Trajan’s Markets, but rather than repeat the 
decorative details of that monument’s façade—its lively array of alternating lunate and triangular 
pediments over arched windows—Libera applied the long, featureless fenêtres en longeur of 
modernist orthodoxy.  These he stretched across the entire length of the façade, breaking them 
only at the center to allow space for a double-height loggia corresponding to the Sala del Duce, 
and one of the two rostrums for Mussolini.  By pulling back this attenuated block from the line 
of the Via dell’Impero, Libera left space for large gatherings to be cradled within the piazza.  
This area was reached by a broad set of stairs, ten meters deep, that doubled as a viewing stand 
for the choreographed mass parades, rallies and celebrations of Fascist spectacle.  To address 
crowds of such size, Mussolini would have taken his place on a cantilevered arengario that 
protruded from the center of the dark, lithic fasces, standing directly below its steel axe-head, 
thereby becoming the dynamic center of the Party’s symbol.  The fasces, of a scale that dwarfed 
the individual and subsumed him into the collective, would similarly challenge the surrounding 
monuments for preeminence, absorbing them within the projected shadow of Fascism.  The 
curved façade of the building, which responded not just to Trajan’s Markets but also to the 
outward curvature of the Colosseum, Libera faced with the warm gray peperino of the type used 
in the fire wall behind the Forum of Augustus to cover the reinforced concrete frame, because 
“even if the building is very modern it will have to have the color of a ruin.”123  Such coloristic 
sympathy to the surroundings had been mandated in the competition regulations.124  The more 
representational and grand parts of the building—the loggia, entrance, and fasces—were covered 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
123 “L’edificio pur modernissimo dovrà quindi avere il colore di un rudero, e scelgo nell’ambiente di via 
dell’Impero l’aspetto della cinta parafuoco per il carattere di austerità ed imponenza che dà il colore grigiastro del 
peperino.” Ibid., 4. 
 
124 Article five of the competition regulations included the caveat, “Nel riguardi dell’ambiente assumerà 
fondamentale importanza l’armonizzare il colore del nuovo edificio con quello dei monumenti circonstanti.” “Bando 
del concorso,” in “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, Architettura 13 (1934): 4. 
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in red porphyry, the imperial color.  Hidden from view, beneath the surface of the piazza, Libera 
recreated the Sacrario he and Antonio Valente had designed for the MRF but here, 
unconstrained by space limitations as he had been in the Palazzo delle Esposizioni on the Via 
Nazionale, he inflated it to sublime proportions (fig. 4.49).  The Fascist “martyrs,” remembered 
in this subterranean sepulcher, were thereby enshrined as the very foundations of Fascism itself. 
The Rationalist team of Mario Ridolfi, Vittorio Cafiero, Ernesto La Padula, and Ettore 
Rossi took a similar approach to Libera’s (fig. 4.50).  Again the massing was divided between 
symbolic and functional elements.  A concave, sickle-shaped office block (vaguely reminiscent 
of the undulating façade of Ridolfi’s 1933 Post Office in Rome’s Piazza Bologna), standing 
towards the back of the triangular lot embraced within the negative space of the curved “blade” 
the MRF and the Sacrario.  The “handle” of the block of offices crossed Via Cavour over a low, 
flat archway that hid that road’s extension, and continued to the western edge of the site to form 
a backdrop to the Torre dei Conti.  These elements were raised on a platform (the designers 
labeled this using the classical term “stylobate”) and arrayed in response to, and in emulation of, 
design elements of the Basilica of Maxentius.  One drawing shows the Basilica of Maxentius at 
the center of a penumbral circle whose edges push outwards towards the Palazzo site, a “buffer 
zone” (zona di rispetto) the architects call it, into which a building of equal height should not 
impinge (fig. 4.51).125  This imaginary perimeter gave the designers the line of the concave face 
of the office block, seemingly bowed by the symbolic force of the Basilica, which they set back 
far enough from the Via dell’Impero to allow “the total visibility of the Colosseum from Piazza 
Venezia.”126  The Basilica also provided the rationale for the orderly arrangement of vehicular 
                                                 
 
125 BAUF, ARP, f. 464, Mario Ridolfi, Vittorio Cafiero, Ernesto La Padula, Ettore Rossi, “Per il concorso 




circulation which conducted vehicles at the front of the building to two main points, the Sacrario 
/ MRF entrance and the grand foyer of the Party offices.  The latter path was sandwiched 
between the concave wall of the office block and the rear convex wall of the MRF (at the center 
of which was the Duce’s private entrance to the Sacrario and arengario), in a way that mimicked 
the path of the narrow ancient perimeter road running between the Basilica’s northern (rear) apse 
and the niched retaining wall that cut into the Velia hill (fig. 4.52).  This formal indebtedness 
suggests that the entire disposition of the Palazzo (called by them the Mole Littoria) can be read 
as a transposition of the Basilica’s remains into the Party’s headquarters, an elaborate 
metaphorical reordering of Maxentius and Constantine’s masterwork into Mussolini’s palace.  
Just in from the angle of the triangular lot closest to the Colosseum, the designers placed a 
colossal, seven-stories high reproduction of the famed classical statue called the Prima Porta 
Augustus (fig. 4.53).  It was an act of truckling romanità, certainly, but the designers (in 
common with Crescini), were surely mindful of the two great colossi that once stood (and sat) in 
the vicinity: the colossus of Nero/Sol that gave its name to the Colosseum, and whose base at the 
intersection of the Via dell’Impero and the Via dei Trionfi had only recently been removed; and 
the colossal marble statue of Constantine that once sat in an apse of the Basilica of Maxentius, 
but whose head, hand and various other fragments were displayed on the Capitol.  Rather like 
Frank Lloyd Wright’s use of scale copies of the Nike of Samothrace in some of his domestic 
interiors, the statue was a forceful reminder of the supposedly immanent compatibility of 
classicism and modernism.  But whatever the motives behind these choices, base or otherwise, 
the niceties of design show that the architects were highly knowledgeable about the 
topographical and archaeological particularities of the site.   
                                                                                                                                                             
126 Piacentini, “43 progetti del Palazzo Littorio,” 22. 
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The pandering use of ancient referents that Bardi so disdained was matched by the 
equally ingratiating hierarchical subdivision of the design’s components, which was described in 
text and images by the architects.  Having related how their design was “modern, bold, 
spontaneous, without compromise,” while being unmistakably “Fascist, Italian, [and] 
Mediterranean,” they announced that “Fascism means hierarchy.”  This phrase was blazoned at 
the head of a descriptive graphical panel showing how each element of the massing corresponded 
perfectly with its representative function (fig. 4.54).  They continued:  
The Mole Littoria, with its monumental complex, will have to show future ages the 
enormous divide that exists between the Spirit and the Doctrine of Fascism and the 
narrow-minded and false demagogic concept of equivalence and leveling peculiar to the 
utopian vision of Communism. . . .  [Understanding this] we will see that composing the 
Mole Littoria on the Via dell’Impero is different from laying out a car park in an 
industrial area, a sanatorium in the mountains, or a pavilion for a gramophone record 
factory.  It differs from the standard palazzo that is brilliantly adapted to any use: 
ministry or bank, government building or post office.  In the design of the Mole Littoria 
we must respect these commandments: “Fascism means hierarchy,” “He who says 
hierarchy says scale of [human] values,” “He who says scale of [human] values says 
‘Mussolini.’”127 
 
In their regimented conception, the most important element was the Duce’s arengario, “the great 
Tribune of the Nation from which HE, on the auspicious days of the Fatherland, delivers the  
                                                 
127 “La Mole Littoria, col suo complesso monumentale, dovrà mostrare nei secoli l’enorme divario 
esistente, fra lo Spirito e la Dottrina del Fascismo ed il gretto e falso concetto demagogico della eguaglienza, del 
livellamento, proprio della visione utopistica del comunismo. . . . Allora vedremo che comporre la Mole Littoria per 
Via dell’Impero, è diverso che comporre la grande autorimazza per la zona industriale ed il sanatorio per la 
montagna balsamica, od il Padiglione per la fabbrica di dischi grammofonici. Oppure un palazzo della solita 
architettura a motivi più geniali adatto a qualsiasi uso: Ministero o Banca—Palazzo del Governo o Palazzo Postale. 
Nella Mole Littoria noi dobbiamo rispettare questi comandamenti: “fascismo vuol dire gerarchia”—“Chi dice 
gerarchia dice Scala dei Valori”—“Chi dice Scala dei valori dice ‘Mussolini.’”” BAUF, ARP, f. 464, Mario Ridolfi, 
et al., “Per il concorso del Palazzo Littorio,” 4. The “commandments” (here somewhat modified by the architects) 
derive from Mussolini’s 1922 text “Breve preludio,” in which he defined and clarified the meaning of the concept of 
hierarchy, a word he had chosen as the title of Gerarchia, a magazine he founded in 1922 and which promulgated 
Fascist ideology. On this definition, see Emilio Gentile, The Origins of Fascist Ideology 1918-1925, trans. Robert L. 
Miller (New York: Enigma Books, 2005), 208; originally published as Le origini dell’ideologia fascista 1918-1925 
(Bologna: Il Mulino, 1996). 
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awaited commandments to Italians and the world.”128  The platform extended towards the Via 
dell’Impero from the Sacrario, the next most important element and fulcrum of the composition, 
housed in a seemingly monolithic block the shape and size of the Torre dei Conti, and decorated 
with low-relief fasces in repeating sculptural registers (fig. 4.55).  This was the place that “has to 
exalt through its vibrant and dominant form the Glory and the beauty of Heroic Sacrifice.”129  
The Sacrario rose from the midst of the MRF, a largely open expanse of internal exhibition 
space broken only by the grid of supporting columns, to be filled with the “Splendid testament to 
the life and thought of a Man and of the exploits of a people . . . .”130  The final element, largest 
in size but least in importance, was the Casa Littoria itself, the “granite block of the Party, its 
activity, discipline and purity.”131  Within the serpentine sweep of offices where the building 
swelled towards the Via dell’Impero, and slightly at odds with the hierarchical disposition of 
parts, was the Stanza del Duce, differentiated on the exterior from the cell-like expression of the 
other offices by a series of twelve double-height openings that gave onto the Duce’s loggia and 
suite of rooms.  The offices of the other Party leaders were located on the same floor and were 
likewise outwardly differentiated from the rooms of lower functionaries by larger fenestration.              
Luigi Moretti, whose Casa GIL (Gioventù Italiana del Littorio / Italian Youth of the 
Lictor center, 1933-37) and Accademia di Scherma (Fencing Academy, 1934-36) in Rome are 
                                                 
128 “. . . La grande Tribuna della Nazione dalla quale EGLI nei giorni fausti della Patria detta i 
comandamenti attesi dagli italiani e del mondo.” Ibid., 5. 
 
129 “. . . Deve esaltare con la sua massa vibrante e dominante la Gloria e la bellezza del Sacrificio Eroico.” 
Ibid. 
 
130 “. . . Deve apparire quale documento Splendido della vita e del pensiero di un Uomo e delle gesta di un 
popolo, tornato attraverso la guerra e la rivoluzione delle Camicie Nere, ad avere fede nel suo grande destino.” Ibid. 
 




often heralded as masterpieces of Italian Rationalism,132 nevertheless trod a mediating line 
between a type of modernism championed by Bardi and the celebratory monumentalism required 
by reflexive romanità.  In aiming at an intermediary stance he was probably influenced by his 
experiences at the School of Architecture in Rome, where he served as assistant first to Vincenzo 
Fasolo who taught history of architecture, and then to Gustavo Giovannoni who taught courses 
on the restoration of monuments, before gaining much practical experience with Corrado Ricci 
between 1931 and 1934 during the latter part of the archaeologist’s campaign to uncover and 
restore the Markets of Trajan.  This must surely have left him with an expert knowledge of the 
monumental archaeological vestiges along the Via dell’Impero.  In terms of his position vis-à-vis 
ideological modernism, he had rejected the strident and fracturing tenets of Rationalism 
expressed by MIAR at their exhibition in Rome in 1931, in favor of the Raggruppamento 
architetti moderni italiani (RAMI, Assembly of Modern Italian Architects).  This was the more 
conservative grouping of modernist architects formed to assuage the ire of affronted 
establishment figures within the architects’ syndicate whose work and competence had been 
pilloried in Bardi’s notorious Tavolo degli orrori.133   
The mediating and bicameral nature of Moretti’s practice, of a modernism tinctured with 
romanità, is neatly expressed in his Project A, worked up after he abandoned an earlier scheme 
that made prominent use of an attenuated arch of a type that might have appealed to Ugo Ojetti, 
the conservative critic who favored arches and columns as literal signs of ancient Roman 
heritage.134  Instead, Moretti devised a scheme whose primary and secondary façades adopt 
disparate languages which are nevertheless removed from explicit quotations of classical motifs 
                                                 
132 On these works, see Salvatore Santuccio, Luigi Moretti (Bologna: Zanichelli, 1986), 24-28, 37-41. 
 
133 See Chapter 1. 
 
134 See Benton, “Il concorso per il palazzo del Littorio, 1934-1937,” 109. 
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(fig. 4.56).  As it was put in Il nuovo stile littorio, “The monumentality of the building ranges 
from a maximum of intensity and heroic tone on the Via dell’Impero and gradually limits itself 
to a scheme of straightforward functionality and simplicity in the office block facing Via del 
Cardello and Via Cavour.”135 At the intersection of these two streets, to the rear of the building, 
rose an elliptical skyscraper, ten stories tall, with alternating continuous bands of stone and glass, 
a rigorous essay in international modernism.  But the representational front delimited by the Via 
dell’Impero he clad in travertine (lapis tiburtinus) derived from the same quarries that provided 
stone for the Colosseum, reserving porphyry for decorative elements; he categorically eschewed 
materials that would deteriorate quickly.136  This façade was syncopated by different 
architectural masses corresponding to the necessary constituent elements of the program.  At the 
intersection of Via Cavour with Via dell’Impero, Moretti placed the Sala del Duce and the 
arengario, a windowless, block-like element that pulled away from the Via dell’Impero even as 
it projected towards the Roman Forum, creating a gathering space at its feet.  After a redent, the 
building continued in a long, gently-bowed sweep, its blind upper stories resting on a latticework 
of deep brise-soleil, a formal solution that playfully recalls the articulation of the Colosseum 
with its three stories of arched openings surmounted by a solid wall (fig. 4.57).  This section 
housed the MRF, which the visitor approached through a line of statues.  Between these two 
                                                 
 
135 “La monumentalità dell’edificio va da un massimo di intensità e di tono eroico sulla Via dell’Impero 
gradatamente a limitarsi in un piano di schietta funzionalità e semplicità nella parte uffici verso la Via del Cardello e 
la Via Cavour.” Palozzi, Il nuovo stile littorio, 53. 
 
136 One is reminded here of Albert Speer’s 1934 so-called Theory of Ruin Value, which held that the 
monuments of the Third Reich should be built of lasting materials so that they would ultimately weather and 
crumble into pleasing ruins like those of Roman antiquity. This concept is glossed in Albert Speer, Inside the Third 
Reich (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1970), 56. As Alexander Scobie has noted, Speer’s theory was an extension of 
Gottfried Semper’s dictum that ashlar masonry was best suited to monuments. Scobie, Hitler’s State Architecture, 
93. Semper wote: “Stereometry is a monumental technique proper because its materials give the greatest possible 
guarantee of durability and because it offers a means for the creation of large works, especially large and spacious 
buildings.” Gottfried Semper, Style in the Technical and Tectonic Arts; or, Practical Aesthetics, trans. Harry Francis 
Mallgrave and Michael Robinson (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2004), 725.  
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elements Moretti placed the reconstructed Ara Pacis Augustae (Altar of Augustan Peace), an 
altar dedicated on 30 January 9 BCE to celebrate Augustus’s return from Spain and Gaul (fig. 
4.58).137  The altar stood before three colossal fasces that framed the entrance to the Cortile 
d’Onore, at the center of which rose a storiated column, “all’uso antico, ma in modernissima 
forma.”  In this way, “the entire modern building would take on an intimate light and a profound 
significance; the great Fasces, a backdrop to the Ara Pacis, are intended to affirm monumentally 
our will to continue, to defend, and to surpass our great past.”138  There could be no more 
succinct statement of an architect’s wholesale internalization of the regime’s self image.   
While Moretti chose to separate the utilitarian from the symbolic both in terms of 
architectural expression and massing, these oppositional elements were joined in a single 
monumental block by Del Debbio, Foschini, and Morpurgo, the establishment architects of the 
most-favored design.  In a report presented as part of their competition submission—one that 
stands out from the rest through its even temper and professionalism—the team reviewed the 
state of the contending factions of architectural ideology, a situation the architects deplored 
because it had hindered the development of a truly national, Fascist architecture.  The character 
and details of their argument surface most clearly in direct quotation: 
Within the great framework of the Fascist Revolution—which has lit purifying fires in all 
fields of activity—Italian architecture also wished for its own revolution, a revolution 
which is still underway.  For too many years we lived with a compromise between 
spiritual and material requirements, using purely superficial stylistic forms, ones alien to 
the true essence of our great tradition . . . .  Outside Italy, a modern architecture existed, 
                                                 
 
137 This was a precocious suggestion given that it was not until 1937-1938 that Giuseppe Moretti succeeded 
in extracting the altar from beneath Palazzo Fiano, in a campaign noted for its technical brilliance. See Giuseppe 
Moretti, Ara Pacis Augustae (Rome: La Libreria dello Stato, 1948); Eugenio La Rocca, Vivien Ruesch, and Bruno 
Zanardi,  Ara Pacis Augustae: In occasione del restauro della fronte orientale (Rome: “L’Erma” di Bretschneider, 
1983).     
 
138 “Tutto il moderno edifizio prenderebbe cosi un’intima luce e una densa significazione; i grandi Fasci a 
fondale dell’Ara Pacis vogliono monumentalmente affermare la volontà di proseguire, difendere e superare il grande 
passato.” Palozzi, Il nuovo stile littorio, 54. 
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as it had for some time.  We received the echoes of it through the various Wasmuth and 
Bauformen publications, that tasted to our palates like bitter and seductive forbidden 
books.  These books . . . shaped our awareness of modern architects.  All that was lacking 
was the opportunity to put this knowledge into practice . . . .  The very young architects 
with some intemperance, and those a little older with a heavy hand, fully accepted the 
postulates of modern architecture: simplicity of volumes, clarity of surfaces, and 
repetition re-evaluated as an element of beauty. . . .  Here is our objective: Fascist 
architecture.  Modern architecture has been built in Italy for some years, but not all 
modern architecture can be labeled Fascist architecture.  If this were the case, everything 
built in northern Europe after the war by people living under systems antithetical to 
Fascism would be Fascist architecture. No one would dare claim that Fascist architecture 
should not feel the influence of that architecture, but it should take on a notably 
unmistakable character in buildings representative of the Regime. . . .  The rottenness of 
the architecture of the last fifty years derived from borrowing the forms of the noblest 
expressions of historical architecture to mask utilitarian buildings.  On the other hand, the 
current tendency . . . too often leads to a leveling, so that public housing looks like a 
hotel, and the hotel looks like a law court.  This is not allowable in the hierarchical 
Fascist regime. . . . The acceptance of such a leveling process . . . in the Italy of the Duce, 
Benito Mussolini, would be absurd.139   
                   
In essence, this was a restatement of Piacentini’s moderate position calling for the development 
of a quintessentially Italian architecture that would spring from the judicious blending of the 
traditional and the modern, while recognizing that a building’s type and rank should affect its 
style.  On examination, the question of how this course might lead to an identifiably “Fascist” 
                                                 
139 “Nel grande quadro della Rivoluzione Fascista—che ha acceso fiamme purificatrici in tutti i campi— 
l’architettura italiana ha voluto anch’essa la sua rivoluzione: rivoluzione che è tutt’ora in atto. Da troppi anni 
vivevamo nel compromesso tra le necessità spirituali-materiali e la pratica di forme stilistiche ormai divenute 
solamente esteriori e quindi estraniate dall’essenza vera della nostra grande tradizione. . . . Fuori d’Italia, 
un’architettura moderna esisteva, e da molti anni: ce ne giungeva l’eco attraverso i vari Wasmuths e Bauformen, che 
avevano al nostro palato un non so quale acre sapore e allettante di libro proibito. Attraverso quelle letture . . . si era 
andata formando in noi una coscienza di architetti moderni. Quel che mancava era la possibilità di metterla a 
servizio della realtà della costruzione. . . . I giovanissimi con qualche intemperenza, i meno giovani con qualche 
pesantezza di mestiere hanno accolto in pieno i postulati dell’architettura moderna: semplicità di volumi, chiarezza 
di superfici, ripetizione rivalutata in elemento di bellezza. Ecco la meta, architettura fascista. Da pochi anni si sta 
facendo in Italia dell’architettura moderna; ma non a tutta l’architettura moderna può essere posta l’etichetta di 
architettura fascista; se così fosse sarebbe fascismo in architettura tutto ciò che si è fatto dopo la guerra nel Nord 
Europa, da gente retta da ordinamenti e avente mentalità spesso in antitesi col Fascismo. Nessuno oserebbe 
affermare che l’architettura fascista non debba sentire il clima che ha generato quelle architetture; ma essa dovrà 
assumere un carattere particolarmente inconfondibile negli edifici rappresentativi del Regime. . . . La tabe 
dell’architettura di quest’ultimo cinquantennio era di trarre a prestito le forme più nobili espressioni tradizionali per 
mascherarne la utilitarietà degli edifici: per contro la tendenza attuale . . . portando troppo spesso ad un livellamento 
che uguaglia la casa popolare all’albergo e l’albergo al palazzo di giustizia. Ciò non può essere ammesso in regime 
gerarchico fascista. . . . [M]a che in Italia, Duce Benito Mussolini, si possa accettare tale livellamento . . . è assurdo.” 
Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, and Vittorio Morpurgo, Concorso per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio e 
Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Rome: Palombi, 1934), 3-10. 
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architecture reveals the logic’s speciousness, but within the strictly prescribed boundaries of the 
competition, Del Debbio, Foschini and Morpurgo clearly meant that neoclassical pastiche and 
strict Rationalism were beyond the pale for a building meant to immortalize Fascism.  An 
architectural language that was associated with hotels and public housing they considered ill 
suited to a building at the apex of the architectural hierarchy.   
Twice in the past, they asserted, Italy had bequeathed to the world architecture of peerless 
import, first in Imperial Rome and then in Renaissance Florence.  The time was now ripe to 
bestow another such offering, as the country was ready “to regain its rightful position in the 
world and impose the dominion of the spirit over matter.”140  While acknowledging the 
importance of romanità, Del Debbio, Foschini, and Morpurgo insisted that this did not mean 
“stylistic romanità,” of a type they disparagingly associated with “pseudo-historical American 
film sets,” but a “living romanità.”141  This they defined in a manner similar to a range of critics, 
from Pagano to Giovannoni, not as a style per se, but a way of building characterized by “clarity 
and simplicity,” and as having the “perfect balance between the Vitruvian qualities of firmitas, 
venustas and utilitas.”142  Thus the insulae of ancient Rome and Ostia were permeated with this 
quality as much as the great monuments of the Imperial Fora.  A building would be Fascist, they 
noted hazily, because it would be “suffused with the image of Mussolini,” not simply through the 
expedient of emblazoning a building with the symbol of the Party, the fasces.  Bardi had rebuked 
many of the competitors’ entries on similar lines in his review of the competition, where he piled 
odium upon those who resorted to an overabundance of symbols such as Roman eagles, fasces, 
                                                 
140 “. . . Prendere il suo posto nel mondo ed imporre il dominio dello spirito sulla materia.” Ibid., 7. 
 
141 “Non una romanità di maniera (da lasciare agli americani allestitori di film pseudo storiche), ma 
romanità viva che è di oggi e si proietta nel futuro.” Ibid., 12.  
 




statues, and gigantic triumphal arches to proclaim their building’s Roman-ness.  “Mussolini has 
no need of these advertisements,” he wrote.  Rather, “when we wish for a Fascist architecture 
worthy of Mussolini . . . we think of walls, materials, and lines that in their simplicity, strength, 
and poetry call to mind the simplicity, strength, and poetry of the Leader.”143   
Whereas Pagano, after agonizing over how best to design a building to stand among the 
ruins of ancient Rome, ultimately regarded the environment of the Via dell’Impero to be 
sacrosanct, no such compunction hobbled the constructive zeal of Del Debbio-Foschini-
Morpurgo.  It was true that the Via dell’Impero had brought the ruins along its edges into sharp 
relief, but it was no longer a museum of the past into which the present should fear to tread.  
“The environment was created yesterday and has a purely Fascist character.  It is a question of 
finishing it off and completing it,” they wrote.144  Early studies by Del Debbio show him 
struggling to define the front façade along the Via dell’Impero.  In one quick sketch the building 
is little more than an energetic curve angling towards the Colosseum, whose lack of definition 
lends it some of the dynamism of Erich Mendelsohn’s generative studies of the 1920s (fig. 
4.59).145 Another, more controlled and angular, shows a layered façade along the Via 
dell’Impero of an outer grid-like screen—part brise soleil, part colonnade, part rationalized 
Colosseum arcade—standing before a regimented frontispiece, broken only by a protrusive 
cylindrical mass sandwiched between these two parallel walls, presumably a representational 
                                                 
 
143 “Mussolini non ha bisogno di queste ‘réclames.’ Quando noi desideriamo un'architettura fascista degna 
di Mussolini . . . pensiamo a muri, a materiali, a linee che per semplicità, robustezza, poesia si intonino alla 
semplicità, alla robustezza, alla poesia del Capo.” Bardi, “Il concorso del palazzo su via dell’Impero,” 13. 
 
144 “L’ambiente è stato creato ieri di pura marca fascista. Si tratta di completarlo e concluderlo.” Del 
Debbio et al., Concorso per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio, 15. 
145 These sketches are reproduced and discussed in Maria Luisa Neri, ed., Enrico Del Debbio (Viareggio: 




space for Mussolini (fig. 4.60).  The team’s ultimate solution, presented in two slightly different 
forms, varied substantially from Del Debbio’s earlier studies, and evince little of their nimble 
vitality or inventive abstraction (figs. 4.61).  The principal façade is delimited between two 
“poles”: by Mussolini’s arengario facing the Colosseum, and by the Sacrario dei martiri fascisti 
at the intersection of Via dell’Impero with Via Cavour.146  These are connected by a rigidly 
ordered façade, essentially of the Renaissance palazzo type but of exceptional breadth, a wall 
that recalls and continues the ancient wall behind the Forum of Augustus.  It draws its 
monumental effect from reduplication of its identical bays, three stories high, that are shorn of 
decorative detailing apart from a shallow cornice and slight reveals around the windows and four 
identical round-arched portals.  These cavernous entrances were the main filtering device for the 
different classes of people using the building.  The one closest to the Colosseum was for the sole 
use of Mussolini and those granted an audience with him, the second for the Party secretary and 
administrative secretary, the third for other officials, senators and parliamentarians, and the last 
for the public visiting the Mostra della rivoluzione fascista.147 While acknowledging the formal 
debt to the Renaissance prototype, Del Debbio-Foschini-Morpurgo insisted that this was not due 
to superficial copyism but to the “living link between the task set us and that which the 
Renaissance prince asked of his architects,” in which “the eternal Italian tradition has been 
rediscovered in these modern forms . . . .”148  Despite its size, Maria Luisa Neri likens its self-
effacing blandness to Leon Battista Alberti’s understanding of the golden mean, a mediating 
                                                 
146 Del Debbio et al., Concorso per il progetto del palazzo del littorio, 16. 
 
147 Curiously, the report does not describe or illustrate the design of the exhibition. 
 
148 “. . . È nata . . . dal vivo contatto fra il compito che ci è stato proposto e quello che il principe poneva 
agli architetti della Rinascenza. . . . In forme moderne ritrovi la grande inestinguibile tradizione italiana.” Del 




element that bridged the divide between the modern and the ancient,149 and through which the 
fractured past coalesced under the sign of the fasces.  Indeed, Piacentini praised it for its ability 
to transcend the moment and “build a passage between a glorious yesterday and a strong and 
industrious tomorrow.”150    
 Unlike most of the other competitors, who placed Mussolini’s arengario along the Via 
dell’Impero, Del Debbio-Morpurgo-Foschini instead faced it towards the Colosseum and thereby 
created a vast space for mass rallies akin to the Piazza Venezia.  The architects included an 
illustration of this most iconic element on the cover of their published report (fig. 4.62).  It shows 
a crowd of foot soldiers and mounted cavalrymen raising their arms to acclaim Il Duce, who 
stands framed within a deep loggia upon a balcony from which hangs a heavy tapestry bearing 
the Roman eagle, the sigil of Fascist romanità.  The principal distinction between the group’s 
two projects was in the handling of the corner closest to the Torre dei Conti.  In Project A, a 
grand flight of steps wraps around the corner and ascends to the Sacro recinto (sacred enclosure) 
and Sacrario, whose entrance is marked by a giant statue representing the “triumph of Fascism.”  
The entrance to the sacred space was sheltered behind a deep porch of square piers in antis, very 
similar in kind to those used by Piacentini in his administrative building at the University of 
Rome (fig. 4.63).  The cella, or sacred enclosure, is an unroofed court, its stark planarity relieved 
by bands of incised figures that glorified the heroism of the “martyrs,” a space that terminates in 
an apse decorated with an image of Christ the Redeemer (fig. 4.64).  It is a space that makes 
plain the extent to which Fascism freely appropriated Catholic symbolism.151  In Project B, 
                                                 
149 Neri, Enrico Del Debbio, 148. Neri terms the style of their competition entry “traditionalist avant-
garde.”   
 
150 “. . . Costruire un passaggio tra un glorioso ieri e un saldo e laborioso domani.”  Piacentini, “43 progetti 
del Palazzo Littorio,” 16. 
 
151 Gentile, Sacralization of Politics, 126. 
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though almost identical in plan, the architects raised a torre littoria marked with three giant 
fasces.  It stood directly across the mouth of Via Cavour from the Torre dei Conti, its medieval 
analogue, and restored something of the physiognomy of competing factional towers the area had 
during the Middle Ages.  In order to harmonize with the weathered ruins, the building would be 
clad in travertine or lapis gabinus, chemically treated to assume a timeworn color. 
But of all the entrants, whether modernist or traditionalist, it was the Terragni-Vietti 
group who made the most pronounced gesture towards the ruins.  Known as the Gruppo 
Milanese, the team was comprised of the architects Antonio Carminati, Pietro Lingeri, Giuseppe 
Terragni, Luigi Vietti, the engineer Ernesto Saliva, and the artists Marcello Nizzoli and Mario 
Sironi.  As with the Del Debbio-Foschini-Morpurgo team, the group submitted two entries, 
though they were of widely different character (fig. 4.65-4.66).  According to Terragni, “the idea 
[was] to concentrate in one project the major features of an intelligently and modernly 
interpreted contextualism, leaving to the other project the task of introducing the highest degree 
of modernity that was possible through the union of our efforts and our ideas.”152  In other 
words, Project A was a modern translation into visual terms of the forms and volumes of the 
ancient monuments in order to achieve the maximum possible contextual sympathy, while 
Project B, by contrast, was a purposeful negation of the value of ambientismo or integration, a 
monument unconstrained by historical form and seemingly independent of its built context.  In 
their relazione, the Gruppo Milanese described the two projects as being “consistent in terms of 
                                                 
 
152 “Il concetto di accentrare su un progetto le maggiori caratteristiche di un ambientamento 
intelligentemente e modernamente interpretato, lasciando ad altro progetto il compito di stabilire il più alto grado di 
modernità che era possibile dalla riunione dei nostri sforzi e delle nostre idee.” Giuseppe Terragni, “Agli amici del 
Gruppo Milanese espositori al concorso nazionale del littorio: Carminati, Lingeri, Saliva, Terragni, Vietti, Nizzoli, 
Sironi,” Letter of 25 October 1934, in Giuseppe Terragni e la città del razionalismo italiano, ed. Enrico Mantero 
(Bari: Dedalo, 1969), 126. My translation. The letter is translated in its entirety in Jane D. Burnside, “A New Take 




artistic trends,” but different “in architectonic form.”  The competition brief differentiated 
between the offices and assembly halls of the party hierarchy and the more public spaces of the 
MRF and the Sacrario.  In accord with this functional partitioning, Project A distinguished the 
“eternal” and “temple-like” structures for the MRF and Sacrario from the “functional” Palazzo 
Littorio proper, while Project B brought these symbolically disparate elements together in a 
“single organism” that nevertheless displayed the different political functions through “the 
hierarchy of its architectonic mass.”153          
The programmatic distinction of parts was evident in the formal massing of the Gruppo 
Milanese’s Project A, which clearly separated the mundane from the rhetorical aspects of the 
design.  The mass as a whole was broken into three elements: a semi-circular auditorium block at 
the back of the building, an intermediary office-block, and finally the Palazzo della Rivoluzione 
(which contained the MRF and the Sala del Duce) and the connected cylindrical Sacrario, 
“crystallized in an eternal, temple-like building” (fig. 4.67).154  These elements were organized 
as a series of unfolding, montage-like vignettes that allowed the individual parts to be 
appreciated in sequence from the perspective of the street (fig. 4.68).  Piacentini, in his brief 
                                                 
153 Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra 
della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero a Roma (Milan: Società G. Modiano, 1936), 3. A typescript of the 
report is held in BAUF, ARP, f. 464. The two projects are so different that they appear to be the product of different 
hands, not simply the result of separate foundational ideas. Although it is a subordinate question to the present 
purpose, the controversy over the authorship of the two projects appears to have been satisfactorily resolved. Luigi 
Zuccoli assigned Project A to the direction of Vietti and Project B to Terragni, but Terragni protested in 1934 
against Vietti’s claim to sole authorship of Project A by writing that “the Group has the spiritual, artistic and legal 
power over the two projects, which are the result of ideas, intelligence, and work of all the members of the group” 
(Terragni, “Agli amici del Gruppo Milanese,” translated in Burnside, “A New Take on Terragni,” 225). On this 
debate, see Burnside’s article and Luigi Zuccoli, Quindici anni di vita e di lavoro con l’amico e maestro architetto 
Giuseppe Terragni (Como: Tipografia Editrice Cesare Nani, 1981), 39-42. Because of Terragni’s status as the most 
brilliant of the Italian modernists, a reputation based in part on the Palazzo Littorio competition entries, these 
projects have inevitably been the most discussed by scholars. But as Terragni himself reminds us, these were group 
works, so I have here resisted the urge to assign them to either Terragni or Vietti. I refer to the group as Terragni-
Vietti for the sake of brevity only. 
    




description of the project in Architettura, noted approvingly that “this interesting building is 
designed with very modern, slightly cinematographic, monumental aims, which makes use of 
exceptional static and expressive means . . . .”155 The designers angled the composition back 
from the Via dell’Impero so that, when read with the great wall of the Basilica of Maxentius, it 
created a “visual cone” pointing towards the Colosseum.  “We have not forgotten that the 
architecture of a great historical era stood before us in ‘great archaeological parade,’” they wrote, 
identifying “the lesson of the wall of Imperial Rome” as a fundamental feature of the 
surrounding monuments.  Rather than replicate this in a “servile imitation,” they instead 
attempted to make formal gestures that would speak of a “spiritual continuity” with the remains 
of antiquity.156  The most striking element of their design was a vast windowless wall that 
loomed over the Via dell’Impero, a curving sheet of stone-faced concrete,157 80 meters long, that 
was cut at its center to expose a protruding arengario (fig. 4.69).  This was the frontispiece to 
what the designers called the Palazzo della Rivoluzione Fascista, whose upper floor contained 
the Sala del Duce and offices for the Party Secretary.  The wall itself is the design’s most salient 
and structurally impressive feature.  In a clever reversal of architectural and structural orthodoxy, 
rather than resting on the ground, the wall hangs from two enormous trusses that span the 
                                                 
155 “L’interessante edificio è concepito con obiettivi di monumentalità assai moderna, un po’ 
cinematografica, che si serve di eccezionali mezzi statici ed espressivi . . . .” Piacentini, “43 progetti del Palazzo 
Littorio,” 35. 
 
156 The passage from which these quotes are excerpted reads: “Non abbiamo dimenticato che una grande 
epoca storica dell’architettura era dinanzi a noi in ‘superba parata archeologica.’ La lezione murata – di Roma 
Imperiale avrebbe potuto avvilirci, se la coscienza di essere sinceri nel costruire per dignità e per indipendenza da 
servili imitazioni, non ci avesse sospinti a cercare nella nostra fede quella continuità spirituale che vetusti marmi e 
ossature poderose di Basiliche e di Templi attestano eloquentemente.” Carminati et al, Concorso nazionale per il 
progetto del Palazzo del Littorio, 2.   
 
157 The Gruppo 7 had written, “if there is any material susceptible of achieving classical monumentality, it 
is precisely reinforced concrete, and it derives that quality from rationalism.” Gruppo 7, “Architecture (IV): A New 




breadth of the Palazzo della Rivoluzione and which rest on four reinforced granite piers.158  The 
red porphyry blocks of the façade—their color redolent of imperial might—were inscribed with 
bands of iron which reproduced the invisible lines of isostatic tension that radiated out from the 
trusses like craquelure in a vase’s glaze.  This produced an ensemble that gave an unshakeable 
impression of the force of the demagogue, and displayed the Gruppo Milanese’s particular 
genius for architectural metaphor (fig. 4.70).  Recalling the specifically scenographic function of 
the remains lying either side of the Via dell’Impero—ruins as decorative backdrops to parades 
and spectacles—Mussolini is reified here as the leading protagonist in this theatre of ideological 
propaganda without resort to crude sculptural analogues (fig. 4.71).159  As the group wrote in 
their report accompanying the designs, in his position on the podium  
He is like a God, against the sky.  Above Him there is no one.  The whole façade is a 
hymn to His strength, His genius.  Standing there up high, alone, in the light, He will be 
visible from all parts of the road that is the heart of Rome, the pulse of the world, from 
Piazza Venezia to the arches of the Colosseum.  He will face the acclaiming crowds: of 
all, with all.160 
 
Individual elements of the façade directly referred to the surrounding ruins.  The arengario wall 
was clearly an abstraction of the immense peperino wall behind the Forum of Augustus.  Even 
the party offices, an angled monolithic block that was distinguished from the rest of the design 
                                                 
158 Carminati et al, Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio, 4. Benton, “Rome Reclaims 
its Empire,” 124. 
   
159 The identification of Mussolini with the Palazzo Littorio, as if he, the Party, and the state were 
coincident and coterminous, was made most emphatically in a project for the competition by the ceramacist Settimio 
Rometti.  His clay model, which was not officially entered into competition, featured a machinelike abstraction of 
Mussolini’s face as the central, iconic element.  On the importance of streets as stages for spectacle in Fascist Rome, 
see Diane Ghirardo, “Architecture and Theater: The Street in Fascist Italy,” in “Event” Arts and Art Events, ed. 
Stephen C. Foster (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Research Press, 1988), 175-99. 
 
160 “Egli è come un Dio, contro il cielo, sopra di Lui non c’è nessuno. Tutta la facciata inneggia alla Sua 
sforza, al Suo genio—da tutte le parti della grande via che è il cuore di Roma, il polso del mondo, da Piazza 
Venezia, dagli archi del Colosseo, alto, solo, nella luce. Egli sarà di fronte alle moltitudini acclamanti: di tutti—con 
tutti.” Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo dell Littorio, 3. My translation. This passage 




by “its contemporary functional character,” nevertheless “visually reflected the curvature of the 
Colosseum” so that even the only part of the composition that resembled International Style 
architecture had spiritual affinities with Roman architecture.161  “The fundamental idea that has 
informed the design are the concepts of universality, unity, power, and wisdom, in direct 
relationship with the imperial traditions of the Roman Forum,” they asserted enigmatically.162  In 
the intense theatricality of this schema, of a captive audience enthralled by an actor’s words, we 
can regard this as the ultimate manifestation of Corrado Ricci’s purposeful ordering of the 
surviving monuments.  Rather than existing as unorganized remains jumbled amongst the urban 
fabric, they were given new meaning, a new order, and a dramatic intensity as a continuous 
backdrop to the Via dell’Impero.  The imperishable glory of ancient Rome is reappropriated and 
conveniently “Fascistized” by the appearance of the Palazzo Littorio among the monuments. 
Mussolini is portrayed as a godlike figure, the prime mover behind Italy’s fortunes, directing the 
masses from his rarefied stage where his person, the building, the city, and the country become 
enmeshed in radiating waves of signification.163   
  Perhaps the most remarkable drawings submitted with the proposal were two that 
showed the plan of their Palazzo Littorio Project A and the modern road system superimposed 
over the ancient ruins, both of which Thomas Schumacher deciphered and interpreted at 
                                                 
161 Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo dell Littorio, 3.   
 
162 “Il concetto fondamentale che ha informato la costruzione è stato il concetto di universalità, di unità, di 
potenza, di sapienza in diretto collegamento colle tradizioni imperiali del Foro Romano.” Ibid. 
 
163 The Milanese architect Gio Ponti described the Palazzo Littorio (called by him, in decidedly Romanist 
terms, the Domus Lictoria) in the relazione accompanying his project as a “tempio e teatro per le supreme solennità” 




length.164  While other designers had included in their plans the traces of some ancient ruins 
(many included the Basilica of Maxentius and the Colosseum as these appeared in the site plan 
published with the competition brief) the Vietti-Terragni group did so with the clearest didactic 
intent, and in a way that created equivalencies between ancient foundations and their own.  Only 
Vincenzo Fasolo among the other competitors showed his project in relation to the full 
complement of visible remains, which he did in a less detailed plan and a clear isometric 
projection (fig. 4.72).165  The Gruppo Milanese’s proposal was undergirded by their wish to 
continue Rome’s orthogonal traces, a pattern they deemed to be one of the primary 
characteristics of the antique city.  If a building is to be put up on the Via dell’Impero, they 
argued, then it should “contain pure forms (rectangle and circle)” that are the “indispensable 
condition for not upsetting the very orthogonal ‘urbanistic fabric’ of the Caesarian City.”166  
Their plans revealed that they aligned their building with the axes of the Forum of Trajan, and 
that the foundation of the Sacrario is an inverted reflection, about the axis of the Via 
dell’Impero, of the retaining wall of the Basilica of Maxentius.  Another of these largely 
invisible planimetric concordances relates the piers and northern apse of the Basilica to the 
square piers of the Palazzo del Rivoluzione and the apse-like outline of the Sala dei mille 
                                                 
164 Schumacher, Surface and Symbol, 179-82. An earlier version of this analysis appears in Thomas 
Schumacher, The Danteum: A Study in the Architecture of Literature (Princeton: Princeton Architectural Press, 
1985), 48-59. 
 
165 Schumacher noted this, identifying the architect as Renato Fasolo, and calling the plan “a rather crude 
tourist map,” though it is more sophisticated than that designation allows.  Schumacher, Surface and Symbol, 179. 
Piacentini commented that Fasolo’s project “è profondamante innestato alla conformazione volumetrica naturale 
dell’ambiente edilizio circonstante . . . . Anche nella volumetria l’edificio si adegua alla massa multiforme e 
frammentaria dei ruderi circostanti . . .” Marcello Piacentini, “43 progetti del Palazzo Littorio,” 32. 
 
166 “La necessità di contenere in forme pure (rettangole e rotonde) gli edifici che dovranno sorgere su Via 
dell’Impero ci è sembrato condizione indipensabile per non rompere la quadratissima “maglia urbanistica” della 




(auditorium for one thousand people).167  The first of these two plans, drawn at a scale of 1:1000,  
shows the triangular Palazzo Littorio site highlighted in a gray wash at the center of the 
passeggiata archeologica within the modern street system (fig. 4.74).168  An aerial photograph 
on the left of the plan, taken from the competition announcement, reveals the entire stretch of the 
Via dell’Impero towards the Colosseum.  Along the bottom the team attached two images: a 
reconstructed perspective of the Mycenaean palace of Tiryns, illustrating how the functionally 
disparate elements of the citadel are tied together through means of connecting galleries (just as a 
passageway connects the Palazzo del Rivoluzione to the party offices);169 and a plan of the 
Greco-Roman temple of Philae complex in Egypt, whose sequence of interconnecting spaces 
running from the front portico to the rear sanctuary was an ancient equivalent, according to 
Schumacher, to “the passage through the pylon facade through which Mussolini would walk, 
silhouetted against the sky, on his way to deliver his public speeches.”170 
                                                 
167 I have not been able to trace the original of this plan, though it is also reproduced in the article revewing 
the competition in the journal Rassegna di Architettura (“Il concorso pel Palazzo del Littorio,” Rassegna di 
Architettura 6, no. 8-9 [1934]: 476), so it was presumably in wide circulation. A peculiar feature of the plan is the 
appearance of an unknown, “invented” structure, a “forum” consisting of two great hemicycles bracketing a temple 
that stands against its rear wall, in the manner of the Forum Augustum. This ajoins the Forum Nervae (Forum 
Transitorium), pressed up against that forum’s Temple of Minerva. The whole “forum” is likely an extrapolation of 
the remains of the Porticus Absidata, the portico that does in fact abut the Temple of Minerva and which was 
excavated by Antonio Maria Colini between 1935 and 1940 (A New Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome, s.v. 
“Porticus Absidata”). Colini’s excavation of course commenced after the Gruppo Milanese’s project was proposed, 
but the Porticus Absidata had long been known and its name would seem to preclude its identification with a large 
urban square. The other phantom structure is the porticoed basilica lying adjacent to the Temple of Venus and 
Roma, the same one presumed to lie under the Velia hill and based on drawings by Sangallo, but which in fact was 
not uncovered. 
 
168 Surprisingly, this plan is not reproduced in the published Gruppo Milanese prospectus, though Piacentini 
includes it in his review of the exhibited works. Piacentini, “43 progetti del Palazzo Littorio,” 35. Terragni and 
Pietro Lingeri would make use of the same plan, though with three new collaged images, in their 1938 Progetto per 
il Danteum. This plan is reproduced in Mantero, Giuseppe Terragni e la città del razionalismo italiano, 21. 
 
169 Here (and below) I read the barely legible explanatory text on the plan differently than Schumacher, 
who writes that Tiryns provides an example of “an urban complex of diverse elements unified by a single theme, the 
girdling wall.” Scumacher, Surface and Symbol, 179. However, it is not clear how this serves as a precedent for the 
Gruppo Milanese Project A. 
 




The second and more detailed plan, drawn at a scale of 1:200, focused on the immediate 
vicinity of the Palazzo Littorio site, and aimed to show the ancient precedents for the formal 
devices and configurations adopted by the team (fig. 4.75).  In order to achieve this, along the 
lower and right-hand-side borders of the panel they glued ten illustrations of monumental 
“ancient aulic structures,” which they annotated to suggest how they informed their project’s 
layout.  Though not credited, the illustrations were taken largely from Auguste Choisy’s L’art de 
bâtir chez le Romains (1873) and Histoire de l’architecture (1899).  Among these are: a cross 
vault from Domitian’s Palace on the Palatine, which exemplified the “brilliant and advanced 
engineering of the Romans” that allowed them to produce “the largest horizontal surfaces” (fig. 
4.76);171 an illustration after Vitruvius of the governing geometries of Greek and Roman theatres 
that showed the “ideal conditions for the form of the theatre” that allowed for acoustical 
perfection, and on which they modeled their auditoria for five hundred and one thousand people 
(fig. 4.77);172 the optical refinements of the Parthenon that corrected for the apparent curvature 
of horizontal lines, just as the upper line of their arcing arengario wall would appear straight 
when viewed from below (fig. 4.77);173 a section through the Colosseum’s arcades showing 
“parallel stairs between two walls; the stairs are very high,” was presumably a reference to the 
                                                 
171 “La genialità costruttiva ed evolutiva dei romani tendeva a realizzare le piu grande superfici orizzontali . 
. . .” “Planimetria generale,” in Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio, Carminati et al., 9. The 
image is “Palatin. Voûtes sur nervures diagonales triples” in Auguste Choisy, L’art de bâtir chez le Romains (Paris: 
Ducher, 1873), pl. VIII. 
 
172 “Condizioni ideali di forma del teatro . . . .” “Planimetria generale,” in Concorso nazionale per il 
progetto del palazzo del littorio, by Carminati et al., 9. The image is “Dispositions des théâtres antiques d’après 
Vitruve: Vue d’emsemble” in Auguste Choisy, Histoire de l’architecture, vol. 1 (Paris: Gauthier-Villars, 1899), 486, 
fig. 6. Choisy’s diagram only purports to illustrate the underlying geometry of the schemes, not their acoustical 
fitness.  
 




stairs within the Sacrario cylinder (fig. 4.77);174 and a plan of the Athenian Acropolis which 
provided an example of “urbanism of pure forms with a solar arrangement.  Note the Stoa of 
Eumenes, an extension of the Odeion of Herodes Atticus.  The form of the Greek theatre 
provided acoustic results of great value due to the surface reflections from the scena and from 
the dispersal of sound into the sky” (fig. 4.78).175  This gives further evidence that the Gruppo 
Milanese saw the curved façade as a great theatrical backdrop, a sounding board amplifying the 
Duce’s words.  On the face of it, these homilies to the monumental architecture of the past 
suggest an excessive obsequiousness to the myth of romanità while also being a transparent, 
stilted display of their knowledge of architectural history.  However, not all of their models were 
Roman, let alone classical.  An unidentified cluster of plans of pyramidal structures (Mayan? 
Khmer?) provided examples of the “superimposition of the cylinder and the cube” (fig. 4.78).  A 
plan of the “tomb of the emperor Young Lo” (the Changling, tomb of the Ming dynasty emperor 
Yongle) was selected for the drama of its processional route: “one arrives at the crypt passing 
through a gallery: spiritual preparation” (fig. 4.78).176  This was the immediate formal paradigm 
for the longitudinal gallery on the upper story of the Palazzo della Rivoluzione Fascista that led 
directly from the Duce’s quarters to the Sacrario, the cylindrical volume that stood next to the 
suspended porphyry wall.  Within this structure the universalist, planimetric precedents were 
                                                 
174 “Scale parallele chiuse tra due muri. I gradini sono molti alti.” “Planimetria generale,” in Concorso 
nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio, by Carminati et al., 9. The image is “Appareil d’une galerie au 
Colisée,” in Choisy, L’art de bâtir chez le Romains, pl. XXII. 
 
175 “Acropoli di Atene. Urbanistica di forme pure con disposizione solare.  Notare il loggiato di Eumene, in 
prolungamento all’odeon di Erode Attico. La forma del teatro greco ha dato risultati acustici di grande valore dato 
dalle superficie riflettersi dalla scena e dalla dispersione dei suoni nel cielo.” “Planimetria generale,” in Concorso 
nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio, Carminati et al., 9. The image is taken from an unidentified 
source. 
  
176 “Si arriva alla cripta attraverso una galleria: preparazione spirituale.” “Planimetria generale,” in 





synthesized and made tangible in the third dimension.  This sacred space was a top-lit four-story 
void, around which spiraled a ramp that plunged into the area that was reserved for the 
permanent home of the Mostra della rivoluzione fascista, beneath the ground, “down to the earth 
of imperial Rome” (fig. 4.79).177  The cylinder was inscribed within the cubic space of the 
exhibition, which in plan was almost indistinguishable from the ancient context, its scumbled 
edges intentionally confusing the distinction between past and present, Roman and Fascist.  Thus 
Pagano’s “illustrious cadavers” were resurrected and made operative by the Gruppo Milanese, an 
architecture parlante which they translated into their own idiosyncratic idiom.178   
By contrast, the plan of Project B included only the Colosseum and the Basilica of 
Maxentius, and the building itself adopted a visual language that lacked the hybrid intent of 
Project A (fig. 4.80).  This is not to say that it was without the requisite symbolism, only that the 
team dressed it in more explicitly functionalist clothes in dialectical opposition to the ancient 
remains.  That it was as much a change in architectural language as anything else is suggested by 
the fact that the fundamental, elemental parti was very similar in both projects.179  In this 
iteration, Mussolini’s balcony in the Palazzo della Rivoluzione extended from a vast blank 
façade having the appearance of a truncated torre littoria, a vertical element to counterbalance 
the 230-meters-long, cantilevered horizontal “wall” containing the offices of the Party hierarchs 
(fig. 4.81).  Two auditoria, hidden from the street, were sheltered in the angle where these two 
bodies met, and the office block, striated with ribbon windows, zigzagged behind along the Via 
del Colosseo.  Just as in Project A, the symbolic deification of Mussolini was effected through 
                                                 
177 “. . . Fino al suolo di Roma imperiale.”  Giuseppe Terragni, “Agli amici del Gruppo Milanese,” in 
Mantero, 126. 
 
178 Giorgio Ciucci, “Il concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” in Roma città e foro, ed. Raffaele Panella 
(Rome: Officina, 1989), 369. 
 




architectural means that sought to evoke his presence even in his absence.  As the architects 
wrote, the central granite element was “dedicated to the Duce” and “will have only one window . 
. . Yours, on which will be chiseled the Sacred words of the Oath” (fig. 4.82).180  Behind the 
granite face extended Mussolini’s apartments, which gave directly onto the space of the MRF, an 
airy glass cage that the team described as being “a vast luminous space, bright, clear, 
crystalline,” in which the dynamism of the Revolution, its facts and episodes, could be taken in 
with one glance.  In this space of almost Piranesian convolution, ramps, stairs, suspended 
platforms, and vertical screens would be filled with the mythic history of Fascism, floating above 
the circular Sacrario in which were practiced the regime’s hypogene rituals (fig. 4.83).  As 
Giorgio Ciucci has observed, the glass transparency at the center of the Palazzo gave body to 
Mussolini’s statement that “Fascism is a glass house into which everyone can peer.”181  The 
Gruppo Milanese called this element an “enorme ‘lapis niger,’” in reference to the Niger Lapis 
(Black Stone), an approximately four-meter-square paving of black marble in front of the Curia 
in the Roman Forum.  This was a locus religiosus, supposedly marking the burial place of 
Romulus.182  In the perfervid imagination of the group, their building was the revolutionary 
inheritor of a “purely spiritual tradition” of monuments along the Via dell’Impero that were 
                                                 
180 “La testata del Palazzo della Rivoluzione sarà dedicata al Duce e nella grande parete di granito vi sarà 
una sola finestra sulla Via dell’Impero: la Sua; sulla quale saranno scolpite le Sacre parole del giuramento.” 
Carminati et el., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio, 10. The Fascist oath read: “Nel nome 
di Dio e dell’Italia, giuro di eseguire gli ordini del DUCE e di servire con tutte le mie forze e, se è necessario, col 
mio sangue, la Causa della Rivoluzione fascista.” (“In the name of God and of Italy I swear to follow the orders of 
the DUCE and to serve with all my strength, and if necessary, with my blood, the cause of the Fascist Revolution.”) 
 
181 “. . . Il Fascismo è una casa di vietro in cui tutti possono guardare.” Giuseppe Terragni, “La costruzione 
della Casa del Fascio di Como,” Quadrante, no. 35-36 (1936): 6. Ciucci, Gli architetti e il fascismo, 110, 148. 
Terragni made this assertion in connection to his casa del fascio in Como, an observation Ciucci extends to the 
similarly transparent Palazzo del Littorio. The phrase derives from an address to party leaders in Milan in July 1929, 
after a series of scandals the previous year. See Lucy Maulsby, Fascism, Architecture, and the Claiming of Modern 
Milan, 1922-1943 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014), 198 n. 4. 
 





exemplars of their time: the Niger Lapis in the seventh century BCE, the medieval loggia of the 
Knights of Rhodes, and the seventeenth-century façade of the Basilica of S. Francesca Romana.  
“Only with the sincerity and courage to be of one’s time can one aspire to be of all time,” they 
wrote.183       
The stylistic hedging implicit in the Vietti-Terragni team’s provision of two startlingly 
different entries signals their own anxious reading of the jury’s preferences.  While Project A 
was more self-consciously in dialogue with its context (and therefore more “traditional”) and 
Project B was intended to be more manifestly “modern,” it is unlikely that either of them would 
have been recognized as such by the extreme interpreters of those two “styles.”184  Both 
solutions exist aesthetically somewhere between literal classical monumentalism and machine-
age abstraction, demonstrating that even self-proclaimed modernists could produce work that 
was as monumental and imperious as the neoclassicists’.  The difficulty in affixing stylistic 
labels, a game necessitated by the terms of the debate involving critics, politicians, the public, 
and the architects themselves, is caused in part by the stylistic shape shifting of many of the 
participants.  The problem is illustrated well in the entries by Giuseppe Samonà, Giuseppe 
Vaccaro, and Mario De Renzi, modernists all, who nevertheless resorted to biaxial symmetry, 
sententious monumentalism, and severe façades that make meaningful distinctions between their 
work and that of the traditionalists almost impossible (figs. 4.84-4.86).  This narrowing of the 
stylistic divide was encouraged no doubt by the requirement to create a structure that should 
communicate “the greatness and power that Fascism has impressed upon the renewal of national 
life, continuing the tradition of Rome.  The Great Building must be worthy of transmitting to 
                                                 
183 “. . . Solo con la sincerità e il coraggio di saper essere del proprio tempo si può aspirare ad essere di tutti 
i tempi.”  Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio, 2. 
 




posterity, in its everlasting and universal character, the Mussolinian era.”185  The architects of the 
period showed themselves to be particularly adept at suppressing whatever scruples they may 
have had in order to win commissions, an unsurprising fact given that self-promotion, 
sycophancy, and protean adaptability were the sine qua non of professional success within a 
mutable landscape of official taste.  It is striking how metaphorical and symbolic intent took 
precedence over functional concerns, and undoubtedly this explains the preponderance of 
stylistic hybrids that involved a complex intermixing of ancient and modern.  Moreover, the fact 
that the Gruppo Milanese’s fine-tuned analogies could only be understood through recourse to 
accompanying texts—a trait shared by almost all the entries—suggests that the charge of 
interpellating Mussolini and the Fascist state in a symbolically laden monumental building, of 
bridging past and present, laid bare the communicative limits of modernist form.
                                                 







On 19 February 1935, almost two months following the announcement of the Palazzo 
Littorio competition winners, Mussolini stood on the rooftop of Palazzo Sereni at the intersection 
of Via Cavour and Via dell’Impero, pickaxe in hand (fig. 5.1).  Striking “the first blow” 
inaugurating the building’s demolition to clear space for the raising of the new Fascist Party 
headquarters, the Duce made the following colorless speech:   
With this blow of the pickaxe, the demolition work to clear the area destined for the Mole 
Littoria begins.  In the coming weeks the Via dei Pozzi, Via del Tempio della Pace, Via 
del Buon Consiglio, Vicolo del Buon Consiglio, and the Via del Pernicone will be 
completely demolished.  The Via del Colosseo and the Via Frangipane will be partially 
demolished.   
The Mole Littoria will consist of two main buildings: a monumental one along the Via 
dell’Impero which will house the permanent Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution, and 
another on Via Cavour for the Party offices.  These will be linked by a tower which, 
through its proportions, will express the power of Fascism.  The Mole, which will rise 
between the Altar of the Fatherland [the Vittoriano] and the Colosseum, will be worthy of 
Rome, of its location, and of Italian architecture.  It will be inaugurated on 23 March 
1939, in the twentieth year of the foundation of the Fasci Italiani di Combattimento, and 
the seventeenth of the Fascist era.1 
 
None of these predictions came to pass.  As Mussolini addressed these laconic words, 
momentous changes were in the offing that would see the site in the center of Rome abandoned 
entirely.  When the brief for the second round of the Palazzo del Littorio competition was 
                                                 
1 “Con questo colpo di piccone hanno inizio i lavori di demolizione per liberare l’area destinata alla Mole 
Littoria. Verranno nelle prossime settimane totalmente demolite la via dei Pozzi, via del Tempio della Pace, via del 
Buon Consiglio, Vicolo del Buon Consiglio, via del Pernicone. Verranno demolite in parte la via del Colosseo e via 
Frangipane.  
La Mole Littoria si comporrà di due corpi di edifici. Uno monumentale sulla via dell’Impero e dove avrà 
sede la Mostra permanente della rivoluzione fascista, e l’altro sulla via Cavour per gli uffici del Partito. Elemento di 
congiunzione una torre, che dovrà esprimere nelle sue proporzioni la potenza del fascismo. La Mole, che sorgerà tra 
quella dell’Altare della Patria e quella del Colosseo dovrà essere degna di Roma, del luogo e dell’architettura 
italiana.  Essa sarà inaugurata il 23 marzo 1939, nel ventesimo annuale della fondazione dei Fasci Italiani di 
Combattimento, diciassettesimo dell’era fascista.” Speech reported in Il Popolo d’Italia, 20 February 1935. Quoted 
in Italo Insolera and Francesco Perego, Storia moderna dei Fori di Roma (Rome: Laterza, 1983), 172-73. 
Mussolini’s act of demolition was immortalized in an iconic painting by Achille Beltrame, Mussolini dà inizio allo 
sventramento nella zona dei Fori, which appeared on the cover of La Domenica del Corriere, 3 March 1935.   
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announced on 10 April 1937, it marked a decisive paring down of the original competition’s 
pretensions and program.  In the intervening years two significant decisions had been made, both 
at odds with Mussolini’s original intention to see the Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution (MRF) 
and the offices of the Party Executive housed together in a “modern monumental building” on 
the Via dell’Impero.  The first of these was that the MRF would no longer be part of the Palazzo 
Littorio.  Following its closing in October 1934, the MRF had since been reassembled and 
remounted in 1937 in the Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna in Valle Giulia, though in a 
decidedly less dynamic configuration, and entered through an overtly classicizing temporary 
façade designed by Cesare Bazzani.2  Whatever the synergistic vigor that might have been 
obtained by combining the Party bureaucracy with the revolutionary zeal of the exhibit was 
thereby relinquished.  The second major change was that the site was now moved from its 
original location on the Via dell’Impero to a trapezoidal site some way from the historic center of 
the city in the Viale Aventino.  Though not without its own import, the area was far less 
freighted with archaeological and historical associations than the former.   
 The reason for abandoning the original site on Via dell’Impero, a place that had initially 
been selected in order to join the past and the present together in mutually reflected glory, was 
never fully explained.  Marcello Piacentini, in his introduction to the winning design of the 
second-stage competition in the journal Architettura, noted only that “a mature examination of 
the siting of the Casa Littoria ruled out the idea that it could rise on the Via dell’Impero.”3  Did 
this “mature examination” lead to the vindication of Giuseppe Pagano’s misgivings concerning 
                                                 
 
2 Diane Ghirardo, “Architects, Exhibitions, and the Politics of Culture in Fascist Italy,” Journal of 
Architectural Education 45, no. 2 (1992): 70.  
 
3 “. . . Un maturo esame sull’ubicazione da offrire alla Casa Littoria, si era escluso che essa potesse sorgere 
sulla Via dell’Impero.” Marcello Piacentini, “Il progetto definitivo della Casa Littoria a Roma,”  Architettura 16, no. 




the unequal contest between ancient and modern in the centro storico?  Was it thought that the 
space required to accommodate Mussolini’s “oceanic masses” before the Palazzo Littorio was 
too constrained by the relatively narrow dimensions of the Via dell’Impero, as some scholars 
have suggested?4  Given the importance of this function, it seems unlikely that this condition 
would have been overlooked when the original brief was drawn up.  Moreover, a number of 
architects handily accommodated this requirement in their designs.5  Or was the reason simply 
that, by this point, Mussolini was so firmly ensconced in Palazzo Venezia and so indelibly linked 
to its famous balcony, that he could not now contemplate a move?  A signal turning point in the 
enchaining of Mussolini’s charismatic presence to this building occurred in the year before the 
second-round competition was published, namely, the spectacle in Rome that greeted the Italian 
victory over Ethiopia.  In October 1935 Italy invaded the East African nation, and took the 
capital, Addis Ababa, on 5 May 1936.  On 9 May 1936 Mussolini proclaimed the Italian empire 
from the balcony of Palazzo Venezia to a rapturous crowd of thousands in the piazza below: 
“Italy at last has her empire.  It is a Fascist empire because it bears the indestructible sign of the 
will and power of the lictors and fasces of Rome, because this is the goal toward which for 
fourteen years the vigorous and disciplined energies of the younger generation of Italians have 
been bending.”6  Thereafter, Mussolini’s reputation rose spectacularly, and panegyrists heralded 
him as a divine savior.7  As attractive as this explanation appears, it is undermined by the fact 
                                                 
4 Ellen Ruth Shapiro, “Building under Mussolini” (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1985), 141. 
 
5 For example, in the most-favored design by Del Debbio, Foschini, and Morpurgo, Mussolini’s arengario 
overlooked the sizeable area in front of the Colosseum.   
 
6 Translated in Arnaldo Cortesi, “Italy Annexes Ethiopia: King Becomes Emperor and Bodaglio Viceroy,” 
New York Times, 10 May 1936, 1.  
 
7 Richard J. B. Bosworth, Mussolini (London: Arnold, 2002), 310. The reporter Arnaldo Cortesi, in 
describing Mussolini’s rapturous reception following his proclamation of empire, wrote: “In Rome the celebration 
centered around Mussolini, to whom the Italians give all credit for conceiving and organizing the East African 
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that the second-round competition brief required offices for the Duce, not just for the Secretary 
and other Party high officials (as one would expect if Mussolini had decided to abandon the 
Party headquarters).  A definitive answer to this important question remains to be found.  
The newly chosen site at the foot of the Aventine was a trapezoidal area with its shortest, 
north end facing Piazza Raudusculana, its sides defined by Viale Aventino (renamed Viale 
d’Africa) and Via di Porta S. Paolo (Viale della Piramide Cestia), and its broad base on Via 
Marmorata, directly behind Adalberto Libera and Mario De Renzi’s Rationalist post office of 
1933-35 (fig. 5.2).  Though removed some distance from the center of Rome, it was nevertheless 
situated on an important route at the point where the Via dei Trionfi, an extension of the Via 
dell’Impero, passed by the Porta S. Paolo through the Aurelian Walls (ca. 275 CE) and thence on 
to the new exhibition city and World’s Fair site south of Rome, E’42 (the Esposizione Universale 
di Roma, then being planned), and continued to Ostia and the sea.8  While its surroundings were 
no match for the original location in terms of symbolic potency, it sat close by the Pyramid of 
Cestius (ca. 18-12 BCE), a marble-clad monumental tomb for a high official built during the 
reign of the emperor Augustus.  The gateway and bastion in the Aurelianic wall, the Porta S. 
Paolo (also called the Ostia Gate), with its imposing semicircular towers and enclosed inner 
court, stands adjacent to it, as does the so-called Protestant Cemetery, with its graves of the poets 
John Keats and Percy Bysshe Shelley shaded by tall cypresses and pines.  The area had been 
excavated in the 1920s and was then “systematized” according to designs drawn up by architects 
working for the Ufficio Tecnico del Governatorato (fig. 5.3).9  But the reduced import of its 
                                                                                                                                                             
campaign and a large share of credit for its speedy and successful conclusion. When the Duce finished speaking, the 
throng at least a dozen times recalled him to the balcony, where he stood in the glare of a score of floodlights, 
acknowledging with the Fascist salute applause which went on unremittingly until he cut it off by retiring into his 
office.”  Cortesi, “Italy Annexes Ethiopia: King Becomes Emperor and Bodaglio Viceroy,” 41. 
 




context made Pagano’s many apprehensions about the earlier contest beside the point, to say 
nothing of the inventive if often labored formal and verbal gymnastics by which that 
competition’s entrants attempted to reconcile their own works with the domineering masses of 
the Colosseum, the Basilica of Maxentius, and the remnants of the Imperial Fora.  The shift 
drained the competition of the contextual challenge that had animated the most original first-
round entries.   
 The new program stated that the building was to be the seat of the National Directorate of 
the National Fascist Party (PNF) and its dependent organizations, and must include a Torre 
Littoria (Lictorial tower), a Sacrestia del Labaro of the PNF (a chamber containing the banners 
and flags of the Party), and a Sacrario.  The ninth article of the brief announced that the 
competition would be judged “indisputably” by Achille Starace, Secretary of the PNF, “taking 
the advice of a Commission expressly nominated by His Excellence the Secretary himself.”10  In 
addition to Giovanni Marinelli, Vice-Secretary of the PNF, and other functionaries, the jury 
included Gustavo Giovannoni (who replaced Marcello Piacentini), and Pietro Aschieri and 
Giovanni Muzio, representing the National Fascist Syndicates of Engineers and Architects, 
respectively.11  In effect, this amounted to a severe curtailment of the syndicates’ power and 
reduced the jury to little more than a technical advisory committee.  The final decision would be 
unapologetically political rather than professional.  Perhaps it was the impotence of the jury that 
                                                                                                                                                             
9 This work is discussed and illustrated in Marcello P. Piermattei, “La sistemazione della zona limitrofa alla 
piramide di Caio Cestio,” Capitolium 6, no. 6 (1931): 292-301. 
  
10 “Il concorso sarà giudicato insindacabilmente da S. E. il Segretario del Partito Nazionale Fascista, sentito 
il parere di una Commissione che sarà appositamente nominata da S. E. il Segretario stesso.” “Testo del bando pel 
concorso di secondo grado della casa littoria in Roma,” Architettura 16, no. 12 (1937): 703. 
 
11 The other members of the commission were Domenico De Simone, Francesco Potenza, Giacomo 
d’Avanzo, Mario Giuseppe Theodoli, Alicata Antonini, Luigi Asioli, Cesare Quintili, Tullio Nicoli, and Aldo 
Fraschetti.  ACS, PNF, Direttorio Nazionale, Serie II, b. 1504, f. “Relazione della commissione esaminatrice,” 
(Foglio di disposizioni n. 856, Agosto 1937). Antonio Muñoz was yet another notable absence from the jury and a 




explains the otherwise surprising absence of Piacentini from its ranks.12  This, together with the 
change in location, the removal of the MRF from the program, and Mussolini’s evident 
relegation of the adjudication to Starace, was another indication of the competition’s reduced 
status.  
The competition brief stated that, while the Casa Littoria13 should be organized 
according to “rationally modern criteria,” and in form should reflect “the artistic evolution of the 
present historical epoch,” it should nevertheless also connect to the “noble traditions of great 
Italian art,” and “have characteristics of Roman monumentality.”  Its lines should be “elegant 
and sober,” while “excessive and gaudy lavishness” was to be avoided.14  These directives all 
seemed to dissuade radical experimentation and pointed to a wish for a type of stripped 
classicism that was then becoming the default stylistic language of the architecture of authority, 
in Italy as elsewhere in Europe and North America in the 1930s, a New Lictorial Style that was 
only incompletely evident in the first competition.            
                                                 
12 In the absence of documentary evidence, this explanation must remain speculative rather than definitive. 
It is also possible, though less likely, that Piacentini was consumed with other activities in these months that 
prevented him from serving on the jury. For example, Piacentini was often in Paris to oversee construction of the 
Italian pavilion (Piacentini with Cesare Valle, 1937) at the Universal Exhibition, and he was also the senior architect 
in charge of drawing up the master plan for E’42, work that commenced in earnest in January 1937. However, the 
initial scheme for this vast enterprise was approved by Mussolini on 8 April 1937, two days before the second-round 
Palazzo Littorio competition was announced. This date is also significant as it shows that Piacentini was still in full 
favor with Mussolini at the time the jury was composed; he had not been forced out in one of the internal 
Machiavellian conflicts that periodically re-shuffled the upper echelons of the Fascist elite.       
 
13 The building was now to be called the Casa Littoria rather than the Palazzo Littorio, perhaps in 
recognition that it would no longer be Mussolini’s primary headquarters. It should be noted, however, that the words 
Casa and Palazzo were used interchangeably during the first round of the competition, so it is perhaps better not to 
read too much into this change in nomenclature.  
 
14 “L’architettura, pur rispecchiando l’evoluzione artistica dell’attuale epoca storica, dovrà collegarsi alle 
nobili tradizioni della grande arte italiana, e dovrà esprimersi in elegante ed efficace sobrietà di linee, tenendosi 
tuttavia lontana da ogni eccessiva e chiassosa fastosità; dovrà avere in pari tempo caratteristiche di romana 
monumentalità.” “Testo del bando pel concorso di secondo grado della casa littoria in Roma,” 703. An explanatory 
text appended to the competition regulations elaborated on the importance of the “functional element”: “Tuttavia 
importanza precipua deve essere data nello studio all’elemento funzionale, nel senso che la disposizione, l’ampiezza 
ed il collocamento degli ambienti, dei servizi e degli impianti, dovrà rispondere nel modo più razionale alle esigenze 
del più snello e coordinato funzionamento di ogni Ente, e di ogni loro reciproca interferenza di servizio.” Ibid., 706. 
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Twelve teams and individuals competed, two fewer than those fourteen premiated in 
1934 since Adalberto Libera, Mario De Renzi and Giuseppe Vaccaro, who competed 
individually in the first round, joined forces.15  The name of the winning project was reported in 
the regime’s mouthpiece  Il Popolo d’Italia on 23 October 1937.16  Once again the team of 
Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini and Vittorio Morpurgo was victorious, though this time 
unequivocally.  Second and third place prizes were not awarded.  Instead, six were granted 
honorable mention, of which four were traditionalist designs and two were of a monumental 
modernist expression.17  Almost all of the entries, however much defined by their own 
individualistic idioms, succumbed to the same stultifying axiality that derived both from the 
shape of the site and provisions in the brief that called for the monumental entrance that faced 
Piazza Raudusculana to give a “worthy perspective effect” to those approaching from the Via dei 
Trionfi.18  In all but two of the entries, whether by resolute Rationalists or traditionalists, this 
was achieved through a number of similarities in massing and arrangement:  First, in the 
placement of a massive torre littoria at the narrowest point of the site that functioned like an 
obelisk to direct attention to itself; second, in the adoption of an impressive entry sequence that 
                                                 
 
15 The entrants were: Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, and Vittorio Morpurgo; Brenno Del Giudice, 
Gilberto Errera, and Aldo Folin; Oriolo Frezzotti; Luigi Moretti; Gaetano Rapisardi; Mario Ridolfi, Vittorio Cafiero, 
Ernesto La Padula, Ettore Rossi; Duilio Torres; Antonio Carminati, Pietro Lingeri, Ernesto Saliva, Giuseppe 
Terragni, Luigi Vietti, Marcello Nizzoli, and Mario Sironi; Vincenzo Fasolo; Mario Palanti; Giuseppe Samonà; and 
Giuseppe Vaccaro, Adalberto Libera, and Mario De Renzi.  
 
16 “La sede del Partito al Foro Mussolini. Il grandioso progetto della Casa Littoria,” Il Popolo d’Italia, 23 
October 1937.  
 
17 Piacentini, “Il progetto definitivo della Casa Littoria a Roma,” 701. Those granted a “titolo di lode” (title 
of praise) were, in alphabetical order: Del Giudice-Errera-Folin; Frezzotti; Moretti; Rapisardi; Ridolfi-Cafiero-La 
Padula-Rossi; and Torres.  
 
18 Piacentini, “Il progetto definitivo della Casa Littoria a Roma,” 703. The only exception to this was 
Vincenzo Fasolo, whose project was anchored by a skyscraper-like torre littoria assembled out of a hodgepodge of 
ancient Roman forms transposed from his first-round project that emerged from the body of a heavily rusticated 
palazzo. Piacentini called Fasolo’s project a “romanzo architettonico . . . denso di ricordi e di passione” (an 
“architectonic romance full of memories and passion”). 
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led visitors up a monumental stair or ramp to a columnar portico raised on a high base; and third, 
in the hierarchical arrangement of program that placed the Duce and hierarchs at the front (that 
is, the apex of the site) and the lesser bureaucrats at the back of the site (the base).  Furthermore, 
presenting the face of the buildings to the center of the city meant that they turned their backs to 
the Pyramid of Cestius, the Aurelian walls, and the Porta S. Paolo, as if to shrug off any 
possibility of a humbling dialogue across the ages.  Only the projects by Gaetano Rapisardi and 
Vincenzo Fasolo made sympathetic gestures to these remains, the first through the addition of a 
superfluous pyramidal form atop the rear elevation, and the second through the inclusion of an 
apsidal hall in the shape of a bastion on the corner closest to its model, the Porta S. Paolo, though 
neither is remarkable for its subtlety (figs. 5.4 and 5.5).        
The winning Del Debbio-Foschini-Morpurgo project was a conservative variation and 
development of their first one, but now in the form of a more canonic Renaissance palazzo 
inflated to immense proportions (fig. 5.6).  Piacentini declared his delight in the design, praising 
it as a return to “our beautiful Roman façades,” and placed it within the hallowed tradition of the 
great Roman palaces such as the Palazzo Farnese, the Palazzo Laterano, and the Palazzo Ruspoli.  
It was, he continued, “extremely Italian in its resolute horizontality, in the logical repetition of 
the selected motifs. . . . In the return to the severe and healthy simplicity of the surfaces,” it relied 
upon the “expressivity of a single, logical and essential idea.”19  The front of the building was 
marked by its most dominant element, a colossal, disengaged torre littoria and arengario raised 
on a rusticated base that was capped with a band of porphyry relief sculpture.  In this way the 
building had an indexical relationship to the lesser case del fascio across the country, and had the 
                                                 
19 “Italianissimo veramente nella recisa orizzontalità, nella ripetizione logica del motivo prescelto. . . . Si 
ritorna alla severa e sana elementarità delle superfici, non più calcolando l’effetto sul capriccioso e decorativo 
movimento dei volumi, ma sulla espressività d’un’idea sola, logica ed essenziale.” Piacentini, “Il progetto definitivo 
della Casa Littoria a Roma,” 699. 
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same symbolic intent: to assert command and authority while also being a reification of the 
Duce’s rhetoric.  Two monumental ramps passed either side of this, between heroic sculptural 
groups reminiscent of those atop Michelangelo’s cordonata leading to the Campidoglio, and 
which conducted visitors to the three primary entrances, the central one reserved for Mussolini.  
Above a rusticated base rose the body of the travertine-clad palazzo, with a double-height piano 
nobile for Mussolini and other hierarchs, surmounted by three identical floors for lesser 
functionaries that were outwardly decorated with embossed fasces, and concluded with a strong, 
planar cornice.  The architects called it “a palazzo, in the most traditional sense of the word,” 
even if it borrowed from Rationalism a functional parti and the modern construction technique of 
reinforced concrete.20  As for the building’s style, the architects returned to the justifications 
made in connection with their 1934 project.  They asserted in their report that the nobility of the 
Casa Littoria’s function, along with its historic importance as a permanent sign of the Fascist era, 
necessitated the choice of classicism (of which Renaissance architecture was a variety).  The 
“amusing” application of great glass surfaces would only do for temporary exhibition buildings, 
they wrote.21        
The Del Debbio team’s critique cut to the quick of the Rationalist struggle with meaning 
and monumentality, and was presumably a pointed reference to the first-round entries by the 
Gruppo Quadrante and the Gruppo Milanese that made prominent use of glass curtain walls.  In 
this second round, only the Terragni-Vietti team made what can be described as an ideological 
use of glass, in as much as Terragni had earlier invoked transparency and light as metaphors for 
the openness and visibility of Fascism (fig. 5.7).  Here the team placed a glass torre littoria at the 
                                                 
 
20 Enrico del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, Vittorio Morpurgo, “Il concorso di secondo grado per la Casa 
Littoria in Roma,” Architettura 16, no. 12 (1937): 708.  
 
21 Ibid.  
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apex of the site, the first of three glass prisms that increased in breadth to fill the perimeter of the 
site, and which were connected by single-story transverse blocks raised on pilotis.  It was most 
closely related to their 1934 Project B, though now they used a more unabashedly functionalist 
language derived from Mies van der Rohe’s projects for crystalline skyscrapers of the early 
1920s.  The only concessions to traditional typologies were two storiated stone slabs, one vertical 
and connected to the glass torre littoria, the other horizontal and extending above Mussolini’s 
apartments.  These were vestigial reminders of the Lapis Niger invoked in Project B of 193422 
and which introduced and demarcated what the architects called “a grouping of architectonic 
volumes of a monumental character.”23  The Vaccaro-Libera-De Renzi team also employed glass 
extensively in their U-shaped block, which was raised on rows of pilotis that clearly revealed the 
building’s structural system (fig. 5.8).  But it was again a hybrid modernism: the building 
included a wide, monumentally scaled ceremonial entrance stair-ramp that passed between a 
monolithic torre littoria on the right, richly sculpted with celebratory illustrations of the history 
of Fascism (“the Revolution, the Organization of the State, and the Foundation of the Empire”), 
and an iconic imperial eagle on the left.  Giuseppe Samonà’s entry was likewise raised on pilotis, 
in a compelling design that emphasized the horizontal axis through ribbon windows, which stood 
in counterpoint to the vertical thrust of the blank torre littoria (fig. 5.9). 
It is hard to see why the Del Debbio-Morpurgo-Foschini design should have been singled 
out by Starace, as it is clear that the more modernist projects were perfectly up to the task of 
creating monumental works that glorified Mussolini and the Fascist regime, and they made use 
                                                 
 
22 Thomas Schumacher suggested this connection between the 1934 and 1937 projects. Thomas 
Schumacher, Surface and Symbol: Giuseppe Terragni and the Architecture of Italian Rationalism (New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press, 1991), 187. 
 
23 A. Carminati, P. Lingeri, G. Saliva, G. Terragni, L. Vietti, Concorso per il progetto della Casa Littoria in 
Roma, Relazione di II Grado (Como: 1937), quoted in Schumacher, Surface and Symbol, 188.   
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of similar devices to achieve that end.  Indeed, the updated 1937 brief and the new location seem 
to have pushed the two major competing tendencies ever closer together, which suggests that the 
lines demarcating the boundaries of style were porous and traversable.  Certainly this is the 
course one would expect from professional architects seeking a plum commission when the 
patron’s taste had been amply signaled in an earlier round of competition.  Nevertheless, some 
clues to the Del Debbio team’s success come from Piacentini’s introductory remarks to the 
project in Architettura.  There he refers to the architects as “our dear friends,” and praises them 
for bringing glory to the School of Architecture in Rome, where Piacentini, Del Debbio and 
Foschini were professors, and through which Morpurgo had passed.24  Giovannoni, who was the 
ranking architect on the jury, not only taught there but had founded the School and served as 
president of the faculty.  Furthermore, Del Debbio held a high position within the National 
Fascist Syndicate of Architects.25  But beyond the impression of nepotism, there is also the 
compatibility of the project with Piacentini’s stylistic preferences that he had earlier invoked in 
his 1931 handbook Architettura d’oggi.  There he wrote that the task lying before Italian 
architects was to create a style that conformed perfectly 
to the spiritual and material needs of contemporary life . . . . To accept that which is 
universal and that which corresponds to contemporary society from the artistic 
movements of Europe, grafting on to this our own distinctive features and making 
allowances for the particular requirements of our climate.26 
 
                                                 
 
24 Marcello Piacentini, “Il progetto definitivo della Casa Littoria a Roma,” Architettura 16, no. 12 (1937): 
699. 
   
25 Shapiro, “Building under Mussolini,” 146.  
 
26 “Aderire perfettamente alla vita d’oggi, materiale e spirituale, pur rispettando le condizioni di ambiente. 
Ammettere quanto vi ha di universale, di corrispondente alla civiltà contemporanea, nei movimenti artistici europei, 
innestandovi le nostre peculiari caratteristiche e tenendo presenti le nostre esigenze di clima.” Marcello Piacentini, 
Architettura d’oggi (Rome: Paolo Cremonese, 1930), 62-63. Piacentini quoted this passage in the preface to his 
journal’s analysis of forty-three entries to the 1934 Palazzo Littorio competition. Marcello Piacentini, “Il concorso 
nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in Via dell’Impero,” in 
“Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, Architettura 13 (1934): 3. 
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Piacentini hailed the Palazzo Littorio competition as the realization of this challenge, a 
manifestation of the “renewal of Italian Architecture,” that was now given definitive form in the 
Del Debbio-Foschini-Morpurgo project.  The search for a New Lictorial Style was over.  While 
monumental stripped classicism might also have been the default language of government 
architecture elsewhere in the West, the Del Debbio team design also satisfied the requirement for 
a native, Italic style by employing the language and symbolism of the Italian Renaissance 
palazzo, rather than the diffuse and generalized stripped classicism adopted for the state 
architecture of democracies and dictatorships from London to Moscow.   
Even before the second-round competition entries and results were published in 
Architettura, yet a further change in site had been decided.  It was now to be built in the area of 
the Foro Mussolini (Foro Italico) in the north of Rome, a forum inaugurated in 1932 and 
dedicated to sport and exercise.  Del Debbio devised the original master plan, which was later 
modified by Luigi Moretti.27  A zone that had been set aside first for a huge open air pool, and 
later for a vast assembly field (Arengo della Nazione), was chosen as the new site, and Del 
Debbio-Foschini-Morpurgo altered their design to take maximum advantage of the expansive 
area (fig. 5.10).  They moved the torre littoria to the center of the vast square (Piazzale delle 
Adunate) that stood before the building, which they now enclosed within a vast colonnade, 
creating a kind of rectilinear and static St. Peter’s piazza, albeit one that could supposedly 
accommodate mass rallies of more than 500,000 people.28  Two giant ramps, standing laterally 
against the façade of the building, gave access to the entrance and Mussolini’s arengario, which 
                                                 
 
27 On this complex see Antonella Greco and Salvatore Santuccio, eds., Il foro italico (Rome: Multigrafica, 
1991); and the superbly illustrated Opera Nazionale Balilla, Il Foro Mussolini (Milan: V. Bompiani, 1937), a book 
that was published before it was known the Casa Littoria would be located in the Foro Mussolini.  
  
 




was flanked by colossal statue groups of the Dioscuri (or the “Horse Tamers”), borrowing a trick 
from the Campidoglio and the Piazza del Quirinale, where their prototypes stood (fig. 5.11).29  
Again the logic behind the move was only inadequately explained to the public.  The Duce 
himself had made the decision to transfer the site to the Foro Mussolini, where would be realized 
“a meaningful bringing together of the center from which the spirit of the Fascist Idea emanates 
and is diffused, and the Palaestra where the new youth of Italy hardens its bodies for the greater 
glory of the Fatherland.”30  On the morning of 28 October 1937 (i.e., the fifteenth anniversary of 
the March on Rome),31 Mussolini struck the first blow of the pickaxe in a groundbreaking 
ceremony attended by a throng of 100,000 hierarchs.  However, in 1940, when Italy entered the 
Second World War, the Party transferred the building to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.32  
Building work ceased in 1943, and recommenced only in 1956, following slightly revised plans 
by Del Debbio, Foschini and Morpurgo.  It was completed in 1959 and renamed the Palazzo 
della Farnesina.  
It is convenient to see in the drawn out demise of the Palazzo Littorio a metaphor of both 
the collapse of Fascism and the dilution of the Rationalist aesthetic in Fascist architecture; 
                                                 
 
29 These colossal figures were never realized, although a similar group was set before the Palazzo della 
Civiltà (Giovanni Guerrini, Ernesto La Padula, Mario Romano, 1938) at EUR.  
 
30 “. . . Un significativo ravvicinamento materiale fra il centro da cui promana e si diffonde lo spirito 
dell’Idea Fascista, e la palestra dove la nuova gioventù d’Italia tempra il corpo per maggior gloria della Patria.” 
Annali dei Lavori Pubblici, quoted in Marcello Piacentini, “Il progetto definitivo della Casa Littoria a Roma,” 
Architettura 16, no. 12 (1937): 702.  
 
31 Vincenzo Civico, “La Casa Littoria al Foro Mussolini,” Capitolium 13, no. 1 (1938): 15.  
 
32 The decision was taken in the spring of 1940 and legally ratified on 26 October 1940. The transferral of 
ownership marked the diminution of the symbolic power of the Party that followed on from Starace’s replacement 
by Ettore Muti as Secretary on 31 October 1939. The Party headquarters, which until this time had been located in 
Palazzo Vidoni on the Corso Vittorio Emanuele, were relegated to the decidedly less imposing surroundings of the 
Foresteria Nord (a hostel designed by Costantino Costantini, 1937) in the Foro Mussolini. See Vittorio Vidotto, “Il 
mito di Mussolini e le memorie nazionali. Le trasformazioni del Foro Italico, 1937-1960,” in Roma: Architettura e 
città negli anni della seconda guerra mondiale. Atti della Giornata di studio del 24 gennaio 2003, ed. Andrea 
Bruschi (Rome: Gangemi, 2004), 115.  
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convenient, but only partially true.  Of course it is hindsight that allows us to perceive the 
abandoned Party headquarters as a preagonal gasp of failing Fascism.  In terms of the different 
approaches to architecture, the Palazzo Littorio marked in some ways the dénouement in the 
struggle between modernism and traditionalism that was resolved in the form of a hybrid 
modernist-traditionalism in which an outward continuity with tradition sheathed a self-
consciously functionalist frame.  In this way the winning design teetered on an edge between 
history and the future, thereby embracing the Janus-face of Fascism’s self definition.  
Nevertheless, it was a rather perverse reversal of the Gruppo 7’s earliest claims that the 
Rationalist aesthetic rested on a substratum of classicism.  Pagano, in Casabella’s brief review of 
the second-round competition published months after the results had been announced, remarked 
that the schematic and exterior simplicity of the Del Debbio team’s design showed the influence 
of Rationalism.  But he lamented the fact that the quality of the Rationalist projects (those by 
Vietti-Terragni, Ridolfi-Rossi-Cafiero-La Padula, Vaccaro-Libera-De Renzi, and Samonà) went 
unacknowledged at a time when “a window that was not provided with broken pediments could 
not be seen to belong to ‘healthy Italian tradition.’”33  The Rationalists had no trouble devising 
monumental forms; Pagano objected only to monuments that used a non-Rational language.  In 
their own idiosyncratic ways, all of the architects wished to create a new synthesis by striking a 
balance between modernity and Roman tradition.  Under the circumstances, it is easy to 
sympathize with the architect Ernesto Rogers who, having toiled as a member of the firm BBPR 
to give body to Fascism, looked back after the war on the avant-garde’s architectural complicity 
with the regime as a Faustian bargain.  Writing with the mournful knowledge that many of his 
                                                 
 
33 “. . . Non si poteva concepire un finestrone ‘nella sana tradizione italiana’ che non fosse provvisto di 
timpani spezzati.” Giuseppe Pagano, “Documenti del concorso per la Casa Littoria di Rome,” Casabella-




colleagues had died at the hands of the regime he and they had sought to valorize, Rogers noted 
ruefully that the approbation shown to the Rationalists had been nothing more than “a mere 
demagogic trick.”34   
However, while it is true that the competition aimed to fix an image of the Fascist era in a 
single work—an image that was ultimately at odds with Rationalist thought, to be sure—it would 
be a mistake to let this competition, however important, stand in for the architectural production 
of the late 1930s in Italy as a whole.  For example, in 1937, the same year that the site of the 
Palazzo Littorio was transferred to the Foro Mussolini, the original plan for E’42 flaunted glass 
and steel skyscrapers,35 and a number of temporary exhibitions held on the grounds of the Circus 
Maximus in these years used vigorously modernist idioms.  Rather, in the hierarchy of form, it 
appears that only a decidedly Italian and traditional idiom, suggestive of easily communicated 
typological associations, could prevail in an environment of chauvinism and ethnic nationalism, 
whatever hope (false or not) the 1934 competition gave to Rationalist apologists.  The Del 
Debbio team’s rendering of the Renaissance palazzo in a modern idiom spoke with crystalline 
clarity of power and continuity with the past.  These were associations that Rationalism could 
only supply through invisible harmonies, ratios and proportions, expressed in the ineffable and 
enigmatic language of abstraction.   
The triangular site on the Via dell’Impero set aside for the Palazzo Littorio remains to 
this day much as it did in 1935, when Mussolini hefted a pickaxe above his head and made his 
                                                 
34 Ernesto N. Rogers, introduction to Italy Builds: Its Modern Architecture and Native Inheritance, by G. E. 
Kidder Smith (New York: Reinhold Publishing Corporation, 1955), 12. 
 
35 Pagano, as one of five architects charged with planning E’42 (along with Piacentini, Luigi Piccinato, 
Ettore Rossi and Luigi Vietti), was initially enthusiastic about the project, though as it advanced he became 
disillusioned and he doubted that a compromise could be reached between “modesty, honesty, and clarity with the 
pomposity of a rationalized monumentalism.” Pagano, “Variazioni sull’autarchia architettonica,” Casabella 
Costruzioni, no. 129 (1938): 2, translated in Giorgio Ciucci, “Italian Architecture During the Fascist Period: 
Classicism between Neoclassicism and Rationalism: The Many Souls of the Classical,” Harvard Architecture 
Review 6 (1987): 85.  
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perfunctory remarks about the great monument to Fascism that would soon rise and take its place 
among the august remnants of antiquity to transmit to posterity the achievements of Fascist 
civilization.  The building’s absence suggests the regime’s unwillingness to confront the past, or 
at least an uneasiness about what such a contest might reveal.  The successive stages of the 
competition saw the Palazzo Littorio site move ever further from the ancient center of the city, 
the arena in which the Fascist Party headquarters originally was to have competed with the ruins 
of the past.  The building had been conceived as the idealized face of Fascism, one that would 
gain strength and meaning through its juxtaposition on the Via dell’Impero with the monumental 
ancient remains.  It is a matter of no little irony that it was the regime itself that created through 
archaeology, demolition and restoration, a theatre of such incontestable grandeur and symbolic 
significance that it overwhelmed the capacity of the Fascist state to compete.   
Yet the will to see the collective aspirations of Fascism be given tangible expression on 
the Via dell’Impero was not abandoned entirely.  In 1938 Giuseppe Terragni and Pietro Lingeri 
drew up designs for a “Danteum,” a monument celebrating Dante, the great poet’s Divine 
Comedy, and “the imperial ideals of Fascist Italy.” 36  The prospective site was a corner of the 
same piece of land that had been set aside for the Palazzo Littorio in 1933.  On 10 November 
1938 Mussolini received the architects, along with the project’s sponsors Rino Valdameri and 
Count Alessandro Poss, in Palazzo Venezia.  He responded favorably to the idea.  As they had in 
their Palazzo Littorio designs, Terragni and Lingeri eschewed explicit historical reference to the 
ancient surroundings, instead designing a cubical box whose interior was conceived as a series of 
architectural canticles metaphorically corresponding to Dante’s journey through the Inferno, 
Purgatory, and Paradise.  The building’s dimensions were derived from the plan of the Basilica 
                                                 
 
36 Thomas Schumacher, The Danteum: A Study in the Architecture of Literature (Princeton: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 1985), 19.  
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of Maxentius which was manipulated to give a series of generative rectangles based on the 
golden section.  In its idiosyncrasies the building communicated as much about the personal style 
of the architects as it did about its literary source, and once more Terragni supplied a relazione 
that described in minute detail the meaning of each element of the design.  But yet again the plan 
came to nothing.  On 4 September 1939, three days after the German invasion of Poland, 
Valdameri was informed by Mussolini’s secretary that the project would have to wait for “more 
favorable times.”37  These sanguine words marked the conclusion of the attempt by the regime to 
situate a contemporary structure in the historically saturated setting of the Via dell’Impero, and 



























                                                 
 


















Figure 0.2. Adolfo Coppedè, Casa del fascio, Vaglia (Florence), 1928-30; from Il Bargello, 27 
November 1934, in Flavio Mangione, Le Case del Fascio in Italia e nelle Terre d’Oltremare 







Figure 0.3. Adolfo Coppedè, Casa del fascio, Signa (Florence), 1928; from Carlo Cresti, 















Figure 0.4. Giuseppe Terragni, Casa del fascio, Como, 1932-36; from Quadrante 35-36 (1936) in 



















Figure 1.1. Giuseppe Sacconi, Monument to Vittorio Emanuele II (Altare della Patria), Rome, 
1886-1911; from Spiro Kostof, The Third Rome 1870-1950: Traffic and Glory (Berkeley: 





















Figure 1.2. Map of central Rome, 1938; from Luigi V. Bertarelli, Roma e dintorni (Milan: 

























Figure 1.3. The site of the Palazzo Littorio in a photograph from 1935; from Archaeologia nel 
centro storico: Apporti antichi e moderni di arte e cultura dal Foro della Pace, exhibition 









Figure 1.4. Adalberto Libera and Antonio Valente, Room U, Sacrarium of the Martyrs (Il 
sacrario dei martiri), Mostra della rivoluzione fascista, Rome, 1932; from Dino Alfieri and Luigi 
Freddi , eds., Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista: Guida storica (Bergamo: Partito Nazionale 













Figure 1.5. Pio Piacentini, Palazzo delle Esposizioni, Rome, 1878-82; from Carroll L. V. Meeks, 























Figure 1.6. Gaetano Koch, Palazzi della Piazza dell’Esedra, Rome, 1886 ff.; from Meeks, Italian 























Figure 1.7. Adalberto Libera and Mario De Renzi, Façade of the Mostra della Rivoluzione 















Figure 1.8.  Pietro Maria Bardi, Proposal for the Casa del Fascio on Via dell’Impero, published 
in Il Lavoro Fascista (13 November 1932) under the title “Le ‘sintesi’ della Rivoluzione Fascista 
sulla Via dell’Impero.” Republished in P. M. Bardi, “Il Concorso del Palazzo del Littorio,” 





Figure 1.9. Aerial photograph of the Via dell’Impero with the triangle of land assigned to the 
future Palazzo del Littorio (above), and a plan of the competition site that was distributed to the 











Figure 1.10. Pietro Maria Bardi, Tavolo degli orrori, Second Exhibition of Rationalist 
Architecture, Rome, March 1931; from Quadrante 2 (1933) in David Rifkind, The Battle for 
Modernism: Quadrante and the Politicization of Architectural Discourse in Fascist Italy 

















Figure 1.11. Angiolo Mazzoni, First project for the Santa Maria Novella Railway Station, 













Figure 1.12. Giovanni Michelucci, Nello Baroni, Pier Nicolo Berardi, Italo Gamberini, Sarre 
Guarnieri and Leonardo Lusanna, Santa Maria Novella Railway Station, Florence, 1933; from 











Figure 1.13. Giovanni Michelucci, Nello Baroni, Pier Nicolo Berardi, Italo Gamberini, Sarre 
Guarnieri and Leonardo Lusanna, Perspective view of the project for the passenger building of 











Figure 2.1. The inauguration of the Via dell’Impero, 28 October 1932; from  Illustrated London 












Figure 2.2. Mussolini addresses a crowd of thousands from the balcony of Palazzo Venezia, 
Rome, on March 22, 1935, the sixteenth anniversary of the formation of the original fascio di 


















Figure 2.3. Aerial view of the Monument to Victor Emmanuel II, Piazza Aracoeli, and the 
Campidoglio prior to the demolitions of the 1920s and 1930s; from Leonardo Benevolo, Roma 
















Figure 2.4. Paul-Henri Nénot, Winning submission to the first competition for the Monument to 


















Figure 2.5. Giuseppe Sacconi, Winning design for the Monument to Victor Emmanuel II, second 
















Figure 2.6. Aerial view of the Monument to Victor Emmanuel II, Rome; from Fernando 
Castagnoli, Carlo Cecchelli, Gustavo Giovannoni, and Mario Zocca, Topografia e urbanistica di 














Figure 2.7. Plan of the site of the Monument to Victor Emmanuel II prior to construction, 
indicating the buildings to be left standing, demolished, or moved; from Umberto Bottazzi, “Il 
















Figure 2.8. Giovanni Battista Piranesi, The Roman Forum; from Vedute di Roma, 1757, in Peter 









Figure 2.9. Aerial view of the archaeological area of the Roman Forum in 1908. The future site 
of the Palazzo Littorio appears in the top left of the image, here still the gardens of the Palazzo 
Rivaldi adjacent to the Basilica of Maxentius and the Temple of Venus and Roma; from Italo 




















Figure 2.10. Armando Brasini, Bird’s-eye view of the Via Imperiale and the Foro Mussolini, 
1927; from Domenico Delli Santi, “L’opera del Governo Fascista per Roma,” Capitolium 3, no. 


















Figure 2.11. Armando Brasini, Project for the sistemazione of the center of Rome with the 
creation of the Via Imperiale and the Foro Mussolini, 1927; from Armando Brasini, Sistemazione 













Figure 2.12.  Armando Brasini, Bird’s-eye partial view of the Foro Mussolini towards the 
southwest, 1927. The “isolated” Temple of Deified Hadrian is at bottom left; from Armando 












Figure 2.13. The Burbera Group scheme for a new forum in Rome at the intersection of the 
cardo and decumanus that cross in the vicinity of the Piazza di Spagna, 1929; from Luigi Lenzi, 























Figure 2.14. The Burbera Group, Proposed forum or monumental Town-Center for Rome at the 
crossing of the north-south and east-west thoroughfares close to Piazza Colonna and the Spanish 
Steps, 1929; from Luigi Lenzi, “The New Rome,” The Town Planning Review 14, no. 3 (1931), 















Figure 2.15. The Burbera Group, View of the monumental center looking northwards, Rome, 
1929; from Luigi Piccinato, “Il ‘momento urbanistico’ alla Prima Mostra Nazionale dei Piani 

















Figure 2.16. The Burbera Group, The Post Office in the monumental center, Rome, 1929; from 
Luigi Piccinato, “Il ‘momento urbanistico’ alla Prima Mostra Nazionale dei Piani Regolatori,” 












Figure 2.17. The Burbera Group, General plan of Rome illustrating the principal traffic arteries, 
1929; from “Il futuro Piano Regolatore di Roma nei progetti del gruppo degli Urbanisti Romani 







Figure 2.18. Roman Town Planning Group, Plan of Rome delineating the proposed central axis 
running from the Via Flaminia and the Pincio Hill to the new central train station thereby 
dividing the old city from the new, 1929; from Luigi Lenzi, “The New Rome,” The Town 











Figure 2.19. Roman Town Planning Group, Plan of the central axis of Rome which occupies land 
freed up by moving the railway station and sidings to the east, 1929; from Luigi Lenzi, “The 
New Rome,” The Town Planning Review 14, no. 3 (1931), fig. 16.  

























Figure 2.20. Roman Town Planning Group, Detail of the central axis of Rome (here called the 
Viale Mussolini), 1929; from Luigi Piccinato, “Il ‘momento urbanistico’ alla Prima Mostra 






Figure 2.21. Marcello Piacentini, General view of an early scheme for the main axis (Viale 
Mussolini) of the new city center of Rome and the Foro Littorio (later named Foro Mussolini), 
1926; from Antonio Nezi, “Le sistemazioni metropolitane moderne: la ‘Grande Roma’ di 












Figure 2.22.  Rome Master Plan, 1931, indicating in dark outline the major adjustments to be 
made to the city; from Luigi Lenzi, “The New Rome,” The Town Planning Review 14, no. 3 














Figure 2.23. Bird’s-eye view of Piazza Venezia, Trajan’s Forum and the Via dei Monti (Via 
dell’Impero) (left) and Via del Mare (right); from Luigi Lenzi, “The New Rome,” The Town 













Figure 2.24. Plan of the area extending from Piazza Venezia to S. Giovanni in Laterano; from 




















Figure 2.25. Mussolini makes the first blow with the pickaxe to inaugurate the clearance of the 
Mausoleum of Augustus, Rome, 22 October 1934; photomontage from Antonio Muñoz, “La 























Figure 3.1. Mussolini at his desk in the Sala del Mappamondo, Palazzo Venezia, Rome, 1931; 























Figure 3.2. Plan of the “sistemazione” of the Via del Mare and the Via dell’Impero, Rome, 
according to the revised plan of 21 October 1931; from Arturo Bianchi, “Il nuovo piano 




















Figure 3.3. The start of the Via del Mare showing the presumed Tarpeian Rock at left and the 
newly restored Theatre of Marcellus in the distance, Rome, 1933; from Antonio Muñoz, “Via 
















Figure 3.4. The Via dell’Impero as seen from Palazzo Venezia, Rome, 1933; from Antonio 













Figure 3.5. Aerial view of the center of Rome with the Via dell’Impero, Via dei Trionfi, Via del 
Circo Massimo, and Via del Mare forming a cordon that delimits the ancient remains; from Spiro 
Kostof, The Third Rome 1870-1950: Traffic and Glory (Berkeley: University Art Museum, 
















Figure 3.6. Corrado Ricci’s 1911 project for the “unveiling” of the Imperial Fora as delineated 
by Lodovico Pogliaghi; from Corrado Ricci, Il Mercato di Traiano (Rome: Governatorato di 




























Figure 3.7. The “wretched buildings” overlying the Forum of Caesar prior to their demolition 
between January and April, 1932; from Governatorato di Roma, Documentazione fotografica 
delle più importanti opere di trasformazione edilizia e di sistemazione archeologica volute dal 















Figure 3.8. Plan of the Imperial Fora indicating the visible remains, the known but hidden 
remains, and their hypothetical reconstruction, set against a map of the modern street system of 
1925; from L. V. Bertarelli, Guida d’Italia del Touring Club Italiano. Italia Centrale Volume 4. 




























Figure 3.9. The York Company proposal to extend the Corso from Piazza Venezia to the 
Colosseum, 1857; from Spiro Kostof, The Third Rome 1870-1950: Traffic and Glory (Berkeley, 

























Figure 3.10. Plan indicating several proposals for routes linking Piazza Venezia to Via Cavour, 
including: (A) the Old Town Planning scheme, 1883; (B) the Tolomei project, 1903; (C) the 
Facini-Remiddi scheme; and (D) the Cimini-Testa scheme; from Edwin Williams, “The 
Capitoline Hill at Rome: Its Problems and the Imminent Solution of Them,” The Town Planning 















Figure 3.11. The Burbera Group scheme for the “sistemazione” of the area of the Imperial Fora 
which foresaw the total demolition of the neighborhood lying between Piazza Venezia and the 
Colosseum to be replaced by a grand avenue stretching from Trajan’s Column to the Basilica of 
Maxentius, 1929;  from Luigi Piccinato, “Il ‘momento urbanistico’ alla Prima Mostra Nazionale 
























Figure 3.12. Alessandro Limongelli, Project for the arrangement of the Piazza del Foro Traiano, 
ca. 1928; from Domenico Delli Santi, “L’opera del governo fascista per Roma,” Capitolium 3, 




















Figure 3.13. Vincenzo Fasolo, Plan of the scheme (Solution 1) extending Via Cremona towards 
the Colosseum with a diversion around presumed archaeological remains lying to the side of the 
Temple of Venus and Roma, 1930; from F. P. Mulè, “Per l’allacciamento dei Fori Imperiali col 






























Figure 3.14. Vincenzo Fasolo, Perspective view of the scheme (Solution 1) for the archaeological 
zone adjacent to the Basilica of Maxentius and the Temple of Venus and Roma, 1930; from F. P. 




























Figure 3.15. Vincenzo Fasolo, Plan of the scheme (Solution 2) extending Via Cremona towards 
the Colosseum along a direct route to be followed in the absence of significant archaeological 
discoveries along its path, 1930; from F. P. Mulè, “Per l’allacciamento dei Fori Imperiali col 

























Figure 3.16. Piano Regolatore of 1931 as approved 6 July 1931, detail of the archaeological zone 
between Piazza Venezia and the Colosseum; from Alberto M. Racheli, “L’urbanistica nella zona 
dei Fori Imperiali: Piani e attuazioni (1873-1932),” in Via dei Fori Imperiali. La zona 
archeologica di Rome: Urbanistica, beni artistici e politica culturale, ed. L. Barroero, A. Conti, 






















Figure 3.17. The piani particolareggiati of 25 January 1932 and 2 May 1932 modifying the 
Piano Regolatore of 1931 in the area of the Imperial Fora; from Alberto M. Racheli, 
“L’urbanistica nella zona dei Fori Imperiali: Piani e attuazioni (1873-1932),” in Via dei Fori 
Imperiali. La zona archeologica di Rome: Urbanistica, beni artistici e politica culturale, ed. L. 




























Figure 3.18. Section of the Velia Hill between the Basilica of Maxentius and the Palazzo Rivaldi, 






















Figure 3.19. View from the garden of the Palazzo Rivaldi through the Basilica of Maxentius 
towards the Palatine, ca. 1930; from Giovanni Incisa della Rocchetta, “Il palazzo ed il giardino 
















Figure 3.20. Plan showing the location of the palace and gardens of the Pio Istituto Rivaldi 
abutting the Basilica of Maxentius, ca. 1910; from Giovanni Incisa della Rocchetta, “Il palazzo 
























Figure 3.21. The removal of the Velia Hill and associated demolitions to make way for the Via 
dell’Impero, Rome, August 1932; from Rossella Leone, “Roma sparita e Roma che sparisce: 
Iconografia delle demolizioni nelle raccolte del Museo di Roma,” in Fori Imperiali. Demolizioni 
e scavi: Fotografie 1924/1940, ed. Rossella Leone and Anita Margiotta (Milan: Electa, 2007), 























Figure 3.22. Odoardo Ferretti, Renaissance retaining wall of the Villa Rivaldi garden, 1932; from 
Fabio Betti, “Il taglio della Velia,” in Via dell’Impero: Nascita di una strada, ed. Fabio Betti et 
























Figure 3.23. Restoration work on the rear of the Basilica of Maxentius, Rome, 1932.  The lower 
strata of the Velia Hill are still visible prior to their removal; from Antonio Muñoz, “La via 


























Figure 3.24. The ancient perimeter road and retaining wall lying behind the Basilica of 
Maxentius discovered following the removal of the Velia Hill, Rome, 1932; from Antonio 

























Figure 3.25. The “completely liberated” Basilica of Maxentius on the Via dell’Impero, Rome, ca. 



























Figure 3.26. The “liberation” of the hemicycle of Trajan’s Markets, October 1919.  The medieval 
Tore delle Milizie stands above and behind them; from Italo Insolera, Roma fascista nelle 























Figure 3.27. The restored great hall of the Markets of Trajan; from Thomas Ashby, 
“Archaeological Discoveries in Italy and the Mediterranean during 1930,” The Journal of Roman 






















Figure 3.28. The Torre dei Conti and Palazzo Niccolini Sereni seen from Via Cavour shortly 
before the palazzo’s demolition, July 1934; from Governatorato di Roma, Documentazione 
fotografica delle più importanti opere di trasformazione edilizia e di sistemazione archeologica 
volute dal Duce per il maggiore splendore di Roma (Rome: Governatorato di Roma Ufficio 






















Fugure 3.29. The Torre dei Conti undergoing restoration according to designs by Antonio 




























Figure 3.30. Antonio Muñoz, Villa Rivaldi retaining wall along the Via dell’Impero, 1932; from 




























Figure 3.31. Antonio Muñoz, Detail of the Villa Rivaldi retaining wall along the Via 
dell’Impero; from Antonio Muñoz, Via dei Monti e Via del Mare (Rome: Governatorato di 

























Figure 3.32. Antonio Muñoz, The four marble maps illustrating the growth of Rome and her 
empire affixed to the outer wall of the Basilica of Maxentius, pictured on the day of their 























Figure 3.33. Antonio Muñoz, Marble map on the outer wall of the Basilica of Maxentius 

























Figure 3.34. A Roman insula brought to light during the demolition of Via Giulio Romano; from 
Governatorato di Roma, Documentazione fotografica delle più importanti opere di 
trasformazione edilizia e di sistemazione archeologica volute dal Duce per il maggiore 























Figure 3.35. Piazza Montanara and the Theatre of Marcellus at the start of the area’s 
“sistemazione,” ca. 1926; from Governatorato di Roma, Documentazione fotografica delle più 
importanti opere di trasformazione edilizia e di sistemazione archeologica volute dal Duce per il 








Figure 3.36. The arcades of the Theatre of Marcellus occupied by the shops and storehouses of 
costermongers and charcoal sellers, ca. 1925; from H. P. L’Orange, Mussolinis og Caesarernes 













Figure 3.37. The demolition of the blocks of houses lying between the Monument to Victor 
Emmanuel II and the Forum of Trajan; from Governatorato di Roma, Documentazione 
fotografica delle più importanti opere di trasformazione edilizia e di sistemazione archeologica 
volute dal Duce per il maggiore splendore di Roma (Rome: Governatorato di Roma Ufficio 



















Figure 3.38. General plan of the project for the “arboreal exedrae” to frame the lateral zones of 
the Monument to Victor Emmanuel according to Corrado Ricci’s proposal, 1931; from Albert M. 
Racheli, “L’urbanistica nella zona dei Fori Imperiali: Piani e attuazioni (1873-1932),” in Via dei 
Fori Imperiali. La zona archeologica di Roma: Urbanistica, beni artistici e politica culturale, 
ed.  Liliana Barroero, Alberto M. Racheli, Alessandro Conti, and Mario Serio (Venice: Marsilio, 




















Figure 3.39. The “arboreal exedra” between the Monument to Victor Emmanuel II and the 




















Figure 3.40. The Via dell’Impero as seen from the Monument to Victor Emmanuel II, late 1930s; 
from Sepp Schüller, Das Rom Mussolinis: Rom als Moderne Hauptstadt / Roma Mussoliniana: 
















Figure 3.41. The Temple of Venus and Roma following its “sistemazione” after designs by 
Antonio Muñoz, ca. 1935; from Antonio Muñoz, La sistemazione del Tempio di Venere e Roma 






















Figure 3.42. The Meta Sudans between the Colosseum and the Arch of Constantine, ca. 1933; 



















Figure 3.43. A concert in the Basilica of Maxentius, late 1930s; from Sepp Schüller, Das Rom 
Mussolinis: Rom als Moderne Hauptstadt / Roma Mussoliniana: Roma capitale moderna 
















Figure 3.44. The great hall of the Markets of Trajan decked out for the Mostra floreale, May 






















Figure 3.45. Aerial view of the Circus Maximus during the Mostra autarchica del minerale 
italiano, 1938; from Paola Ciancio Rossetto, “Il Circo Massimo ‘sede prestigiosa’ di attività 
espositive e di intrattenimento alla fine degli anni trenta,” in La Capitale a Roma: Città e arredo 





























Figure 3.46. Italo Gismondi, model of the Casa di Diana, Ostia, made for the Mostra augustea 






























Figure 3.47. Mario Paniconi and Giulio Pediconi, Apartment buildings in Piazza Roma, Latina 
(ex Littoria) built for the Istituto Nazionale delle Assicurazioni, ca. 1940; from “Casa di 



















Figure 3.48. Italo Gismondi, Perspective reconstruction drawing of the Casa in Via della 
Fortuna, Ostia; from Guido Calza, “Le origini latine dell’abitazione moderna,” Architettura e 
















Figure 3.49. Italo Gismondi, Reconstruction drawing of the courtyard façade of the Casa dei 
Dipinti, Ostia; from Guido Calza, “Le origini latine dell’abitazione moderna,” Architettura e Arti 







Figure 3.50. Friedmann, Section and elevation of the exedra of the Markets of Trajan, 1932; 
















Figure 3.51. Marcello Piacentini with Pietro Aschieri, Giuseppe Capponi, Arnaldo Foschini, 
Giovanni Michelucci, Gaetano Minnucci, Eugenio Montuori, Gio Ponti, and Gaetano Rapisardi, 
University of Rome, 1932-5; from Agnoldomenico Pica, Nuova architettura italiana (Milan: 





















Figure 3.52. Marcello Piacentini, Rettorato, University of Rome, 1934-5; from Agnoldomenico 



















Figure 3.53. Arnaldo Foschini, Monumental entranceway, University of Rome, 1932-5; from 






























Figure 3.54. Giuseppe Capponi, Botany and Chemical Pharmaceutics Institute, University of 






















Figure 3.55. Gio Ponti, Main façade, School of Mathematics, University of Rome, 1932-5; from 















Figure 3.56. Gio Ponti, Rear elevation of the School of Mathematics, University of Rome, 1932-

























Figure 3.57.  “Lo spirito architettonico di venti secoli fa può insegnare che cosa sia l’architettura 
razionale”; from Giuseppe Pagano, “Architettura moderna di venti secoli fa,” La Casa Bella 47 






















Figure 4.1.  Photographs of the ancient and medieval structures in the vicinity of the Palazzo 
Littorio site accompanying the publication of the competition regulations in the journal 










Figure 4.2. Photographs of the architectural context of the Palazzo Littorio site in Rome 
accompanying the publication of the competition regulations in the journal Casabella, January 









Figure 4.3. Le Corbusier, “Les Harmoniseurs,” 1934. Annotated sketch showing a design for the 
Palazzo Littorio, together with the Colosseum and the Basilica of Maxentius; Le Corbusier, 














Figure 4.4. P. Pullini, Sketch of Le Corbusier [?] and Antonio Muñoz [?] observing the 
demolitions in the center of Rome; from Antonio Muñoz, “Le Corbusier parla di urbanistica 





















Figure 4.5. View of the Mostra dei progetti del Palazzo del Littorio, Palazzo degli Esame, Rome, 
1934.  The project by Oriolo Frezzotti is visible in the middle distance; from “La mostra dei 






















Figure 4.6. Vinicio Paladini, “Se la Giuria dovesse seguire i suggerimenti dei critici . . .”; from 



















Figure 4.7. Inside cover of the issue of the journal Casabella illustrating eleven of the 





















Figure 4.8. Adolfo Coppedè, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspective view 
along the Via dell’Impero; from “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, 





























Figure 4.9. Augusto Cro, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspective view 
along the Via dell’Impero; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il 
Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Milan: S. A. 






















Figure 4.10. Fortunato Jerace, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspective 
view along the Via dell’Impero; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti 
per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Milan: 




























Figure 4.11. Massone and Ferrarini, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Principal 
façade along the Via dell’Impero; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I 
progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero 



























Figure 4.12. Mario Palanti, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspective view 
along the Via dell’Impero towards the Colosseum; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile 
littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via 

























Figure 4.13. Bruno Ferrati, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Perspective view of 
the main façade on the Via dell’Impero; from Archivio Roberto Papini, Biblioteca Facoltà di 





























Figure 4.14. Giovanni Crescini, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspective 
view along the Via dell’Impero; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti 
per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Milan: 

































Figure 4.15. Giulio Gra, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspective view 
along the Via dell’Impero; from “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, 






























Figure 4.16. Giovanni and Umberto Schellino, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  
Photograph of model; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il 
Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Milan: S. A. 
























Figure 4.17. Luigi Brunati and Simonici, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Main 
façade on the Via dell’Impero; from Luigi Brunati and Simonici, Progetto per il palazzo della 
mostra della rivoluzione fascista e del littorio, unpublished album of photographs and report, pl. 



























Figure 4.18. Gian Carlo Eynard, Giuseppe Pizzigoni, and Achille Funi, Project for the Palazzo 
del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Principal façade along the Via dell’Impero; from F. Saverio Palozzi, 
comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della 
























Figure 4.19. Eugenio Montuori and Luigi Piccinato, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 
1934.  Photograph of model; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per 
il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Milan: S. A. 
















Figure 4.20. Gruppo Quadrante (Gian Luigi Banfi, Lodovico Belgiojoso, Arturo Danusso, Luigi 
Figini, Enrico Peressutti, Gino Pollini, Ernesto Rogers), Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, 
Rome, 1934. Photographs of the model showing the main (top) and secondary (bottom) façades; 









Figure 4.21. Gruppo Milanese (Antonio Carminati, Pietro Lingeri, Giuseppe Terragni, Luigi 
Vietti, Ernesto Saliva, Marcello Nizzoli and Mario Sironi), Project A for the Palazzo del Littorio, 
Rome, 1934. Photographs of the model showing the main Via dell’Impero façade; from “Due 

















Figure 4.22. Angelo Di Castro and Francesco Leoni, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 
1934.  Principal façade along the Via dell’Impero; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile 
littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via 































Figure 4.23. Gaetano Rapisardi, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Principal 
façade along the Via dell’Impero; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I 
progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero 

























Figure 4.24. Umberto Cuzzi, Gino Levi-Montalcini, Emilio Pifferi, Project for the Palazzo del 
Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Principal façade along the Via dell’Impero. Detail of the Torre della 














Figure 4.25. Gruppo Universitario Fascista dell’Urbe (Franco Petrucci, Saverio Muratori, Enrico 
Tedeschi), Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Two photographs of the model 
showing the main façade on the Via dell’Impero (top and center), and a drawing of Mussolini’s 











Figure 4.26. Agnoldomenico Pica, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  View of the 
Via dell’Impero façade seen from the direction of the Colosseum; from F. Saverio Palozzi, 
comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della 

















Figure 4.27. Gio Ponti, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Principal façade along 
the Via dell’Impero seen from the Temple of Venus and Roma; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., 
Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione 



















Figure 4.28. Adalberto Libera, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Principal façade 











Figure 4.29. Pietro Maria Bardi, “Questo non lo permetteremo.”  A photomontage showing the 








Figure 4.30. Pietro Maria Bardi, “Ci sono errori?”; from P. M. Bardi, “Il concorso del palazzo su 








Figure 4.31. Pietro Maria Bardi, “Susanna ed i Vecchioni”; from P. M. Bardi, “Il concorso del 









Figure 4.32. Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, Vittorio Morpurgo, Project A for the Palazzo 
del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Front elevation (top), perspective view along the Via dell’Impero 
(center), and view of the model (bottom); from “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special 










Figure 4.33. Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, Vittorio Morpurgo, Project B for the Palazzo 
del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Main elevation (top), perspective view of the model (center), and a 
perspective drawing looking towards the Colosseum (bottom); from “Concorso per il Palazzo del 






















Figure 4.34. Giuseppe Vaccaro, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspective 
view of principal façade along the Via dell’Impero; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo 
stile littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in 


































Figure 4.35. Italo Mancini, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspective view 
along the Via dell’Impero; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il 
Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Milan: S. A. 






























Figure 4.36. Oriolo Frezzotti, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspectiveview 
of the principal façade along the Via dell’Impero as seen from the platform of the Temple of 
Venus and Roma; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo 
del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Milan: S. A. Arti 



























Figure 4.37. Mario Ridolfi, Vittorio Cafiero, Ernesto La Padula, Ettore Rossi, Project for the 
Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspective view of the principal façade along the Via 
dell’Impero; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del 
Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Milan: S. A. Arti Grafiche 




















Figure 4.38. Cover of the special issue of the journal Architettura dedicated to the Palazzo 
Littorio competition, 1934; from “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, 

















Figure 4.39. The list of nine winning projects selected by the Duce (left) and the five added by 
the commission; from ACS, PNF, Direttorio Nazionale, Serie II, b. 1504, f. “Nuovo Palazzo 



















Figure 4.40.  Gruppo Quadrante, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Photograph of 
the model showing view from the Via dell’Impero; from Gruppo Quadrante, “Relazione al 







Figure 4.41.  Gruppo Quadrante, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Photographs 
of the model showing the main façade along the Via dell’Impero (top) and an aerial view 
indicating the disposition of the elements within the triangular site and their relation to the 
Basilica of Maxentius (bottom); from Gruppo Quadrante, “Relazione al progetto del Palazzo del 






Figure 4.42.  Gruppo Quadrante, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Interior of the 








Figure 4.43.  Gruppo Quadrante, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Two 
perspective views of the piazza d’onore; from “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special 

















Figure 4.44. Gruppo Quadrante, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Aerial 
perspective drawing of the competition entry and its surroundings; from Gruppo Quadrante, 
































Figure 4.45. Bartoli and Brunati, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Front façade 
on the Via dell’Impero; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il 
Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero (Milan: S. A. 


























Figure 4.46. Luigi Brunati and Simonici, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. 
Photograph of model. Entrance to the Sacrario; from Luigi Brunati and Simonici, Progetto per il 
palazzo della mostra della rivoluzione fascista e del littorio, unpublished album of photographs 















Figure 4.47. Giovanni Crescini, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Principal 
façade on the Via dell’Impero. Detail of the colossal statue of Mussolini; from F. Saverio 
Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della 














Figure 4.48. Adalberto Libera, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Torre littoria 























Figure 4.49. Adalberto Libera, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Interior of 














Figure 4.50. Mario Ridolfi, Vittorio Cafiero, Ernesto La Padula, Ettore Rossi, Project for the 
Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Via dell’Impero façade (top), and two views of the model 


















Figure 4.51. Mario Ridolfi, Vittorio Cafiero, Ernesto La Padula, Ettore Rossi, Project for the 
Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Drawing detailing the concepts that determined the layout and 
form of the competition entry; from “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, 




























Figure 4.52. Mario Ridolfi, Vittorio Cafiero, Ernesto La Padula, Ettore Rossi, Project for the 
Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Plan of ground floor; from “Concorso per il Palazzo del 


























Figure 4.53. Mario Ridolfi, Vittorio Cafiero, Ernesto La Padula, Ettore Rossi, Project for the 
Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspective view of the principal façade along the Via 
dell’Impero looking towards the Torre dei Conti; from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile 
littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via 




























Figure 4.54. Mario Ridolfi, Vittorio Cafiero, Ernesto La Padula, Ettore Rossi, Project for the 
Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Drawing illustrating the hierarchical arrangement of elements; 


















Figure 4.55. Mario Ridolfi, Vittorio Cafiero, Ernesto La Padula, Ettore Rossi, Project for the 
Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Entrance to the Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista and the 






Figure 4.56. Luigi Moretti, Project A for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Perspective along 
the Via dell’Impero façade (top), the projecting element of the Via dell’Impero façade housing 
Mussolini’s suite of rooms (center), and the elliptical office tower seen from Via Cavour 



















Figure 4.57. Luigi Moretti, Project A for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Perspective 





























Figure 4.58. Luigi Moretti, Project A for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Photograph of the 





























Figure 4.59. Enrico Del Debbio, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Early study; 






































Figure 4.60. Enrico Del Debbio, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Early studies; 





























Figure 4.61. Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, Vittorio Morpurgo, Projects A (top) and B 
(bottom) for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934; from “Ventuno progetti al concorso per il 







Figure 4.62. Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, Vittorio Morpurgo, Cover of the relazione 
(Concorso per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio e Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via 








Figure 4.63. Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, Vittorio Morpurgo, Project A for the Palazzo 
del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Detail of the monumental entrance leading to the “sacred enclosure of 
the martyrs” and the Sacrario; from “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, 










Figure 4.64. Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, Vittorio Morpurgo, Project A for the Palazzo 
del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  The “sacred enclosure of the martyrs” (left) and the Sacrario (right); 
























Figure 4.65. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Main façade on 
the Via dell’Impero; from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del 
Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero a Roma (Milan: 





























Figure 4.66. Gruppo Milanese, Project B for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Main façade on 
the Via dell’Impero; from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del 
Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero a Roma (Milan: 































Figure 4.67. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Plan of fourth 





























Figure 4.68. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Photograph of 
model indicating the relationship of the Palazzo Littorio to the Torre dei Conti, the Basilica of 
Maxentius, and the Colosseum; from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il 
progetto del Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero a 



























Figure 4.69. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Detail of the 
main façade on the Via dell’Impero, showing the Palazzo della Rivoluzione (left) and the 
cylindrical Sacrario (right); from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto 
del Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero a Roma 

























Figure 4.70. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Photomontage of 
a massed gathering filling the Via dell’Impero; from Archivio Roberto Papini, Biblioteca Facoltà 

























Figure 4.71. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Two drawings 
showing a mass gathering in from of the Palazzo Littorio from the perspective of the street (left) 
and from the vantage point of Mussolini’s arengario (right); from Archivio Roberto Papini, 






















Figure 4.72. Vincenzo Fasolo, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Plan (top) and 
axonometric projection (bottom) of the Palazzo Littorio and surrounding area; from “Concorso 




























Figure 4.73. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Plan of 
































Figure 4.74. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. General site 
plan showing both the modern street system and the Roman ruins, along with explanatory 
illustrations and an aerial photograph of the Via dell’Impero; from “Concorso per il Palazzo del 

























Figure 4.75. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Ground floor 
plan showing both the modern street system and the ancient ruins to indicate planimetric 
concordances; from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del 
Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero a Roma (Milan: Società G. 
























Figure 4.76. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Detail of site 
plan; from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio 
e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero a Roma (Milan: Società G. 



























Figure 4.77. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Detail of site 
plan; from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio 
e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero a Roma (Milan: Società G. 

























Figure 4.78. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Detail of site 
plan; from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio 
e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero a Roma (Milan: Società G. 



























Figure 4.79. Gruppo Milanese, Project A for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. The Sacrario; 
from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio e 






























Figure 4.80. Gruppo Milanese, Project B for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Plan of second 
floor; from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio 
e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero a Roma (Milan: Società G. 





























Figure 4.81. Gruppo Milanese, Project B for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Model; from 
Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio e della 



















Figure 4.82. Gruppo Milanese, Project B for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Detail of the 
arengario; from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del 
Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in via dell’Impero a Roma (Milan: Società G. 

















Figure 4.83. Gruppo Milanese, Project B for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. The Sacrario 
(left) and Mostra della rivoluzione fascista (right); from Antonio Carminati et al., Concorso 
nazionale per il progetto del Palazzo del Littorio e della Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista in 



























Figure 4.84. Giuseppe Samonà, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934. Perspective 
view of the Via dell’Impero façade; from “Concorso per il Palazzo del Littorio,” special issue, 




























Figure 4.85. Giuseppe Vaccaro, Project for the Palazzo Littorio, Rome, 1934. Photograph of 



























Figure 4.86. Mario De Renzi, Project for the Palazzo del Littorio, Rome, 1934.  Perspective view 
of the principal façade along the Via dell’Impero indicating its relationship to the Colosseum; 
from F. Saverio Palozzi, comp., Il nuovo stile littorio: I progetti per il Palazzo del Littorio e 

















Figure 5.1. Achille Beltrame, “Mussolini dà inizio allo sventramenti nella zona dei Fori,” cover 
illustration from Domenica del Corriere, 3 March 1935; from Andrea Giardina and André 













Figure 5.2. Site plan for the second-round competition for the Casa Littoria in Rome; from 



















Figure 5.3. Cesare Valle, General plan of the proposed “sistemazione” of the area close to the 
Pyramid of Cestius; from Marcello P. Piermattei, “La sistemazione della zona limitrofa alla 



















Figure 5.4. Gaetano Rapisardi, project for the Casa Littoria, Rome, 1937. Photographs of model; 












Figure 5.5. Vincenzo Fasolo, Project for the Casa Littoria, Rome, 1937. Photographs of model; 















Figure 5.6. Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, and Vittorio Morpurgo, Project for the Casa 
Littoria, Rome, 1937. Photograph of model; from Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, and 



























Figure 5.7. Antonio Carminati, Pietro Lingeri, Ernesto Saliva, Giuseppe Terragni, Luigi Vietti, 
with Marcello Nizzoli and Mario Sironi, Project for the Casa Littoria, Rome, 1937. Photograph 

























Figure 5.8. Giuseppe Vaccaro, Adalberto Libera, and Mario De Renzi, project for the Casa 




















Figure 5.9. Giuseppe Samonà, Project for the Casa Littoria, Rome, 1937; photographs of model; 










Figure 5.10. Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, and Vittorio Morpurgo, The definitive project 
for the Casa Littoria in the Foro Mussolini, Rome, 1937. Axonometric drawing; from Vincenzo 


















Figure 5.11. Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo Foschini, and Vittorio Morpurgo, The definitive project 
for the Casa Littoria in the Foro Mussolini, Rome, 1937; from Enrico Del Debbio, Arnaldo 
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